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ABSTRACT 
 
 This dissertation employs a feminist theoretical lens in exploring the gendered uses of 
pregnancy and pregnancy metaphors in the production and dissemination of literary works in 
early modern England. By also examining the history of the printing press and the role it played 
in gendered textual production, early modern constructs of family and the role of mothers, as 
well as obstetric medicine and childbirth, I aim to demonstrate that mothering and authorship 
were congruent activities for female writers. Conversely, I argue that male writers of the period 
who employed metaphors of gestation did so not to try to claim biological maternal spaces and 
capacities as their own, but rather, they appropriated maternal imagery to argue for a clear 
delineation between the acts of maternal biological reproduction and creative reproduction. For 
the male writers in this dissertation, maternal spaces are failed spaces demonstrating the lack of 
any relationship between biological progeny and textual progeny.  
In exploring these gendered assumptions of maternity, I look to the non-fiction works of 
women that gained notable popularity during the period, including the mothers’ legacies of 
Elizabeth Joscelin, Dorothy Leigh, and Elizabeth Richardson and the pamphlets of Rachel 
Speght, Ester Sowernam, and Constantia Munda. In investigating the ways that male authors 
explore mental gestation and the failures of maternity, I examine the works of Sir Philip Sidney 
and Edmund Spenser, manuals of sorts that help inform male writers and readers on how to craft 
themselves as writers and honorable men. I argue that for male writers, writing and parenting are 
incongruent activities. Ultimately female authors prevail on some level, finding a space within 
print culture. To them, the maternal space and maternal privilege are empowering, allowing them 
to serve as champions for their sex.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Incubating Culture: The Intersections of Childbirth, Mothering, and the Printing Press in Early 
Modern Literature 
I 
 
 This dissertation explores the ways in which male and female writers during the sixteenth 
and seventeenth century in Britain utilized metaphors of gestation, the language of reproduction, 
or the occasion of biological pregnancy in relation to literary production. As Susan Stanford 
Friedman examines, the childbirth trope is one that has been wielded by writers both male and 
females throughout the century. In Friedman’s exploration of the use of the trope, she ultimately 
claims that there are differences in the way that the genders both read and write childbirth 
metaphors (51). In this project, I am mostly concerned with the ways that the authors write the 
metaphor.  Friedman explores the psychological determinants of the metaphor for male writers. 
In her exploration, she notes some critical consensus in how men leverage the metaphor in an act 
of womb envy to express feelings of inadequacy, leading them to overcompensate in their 
creative pursuits (63). However, Friedman disagrees with this reading, arguing instead that 
characterizing the male appropriation of the feminine space of childbirth is deceptive, for she 
notes male use of the metaphor is actually a way for men to elevate acts of creative production 
and “thereby [obscure] woman’s real lack of authority to create art as well as babies” (64). She 
continues, adding “as an appropriation of women’s (pro)creativity, the male metaphor subtly 
helps to perpetuate the confinement of women to procreation” (64).   
 For purposes of this project, I agree with Friedman’s assessment that male writers do not 
see male intellectual and creative production as an equal act to childbirth—rather, I argue that 
male intellectual creation, untainted by feminine intervention, is the ultimate form of creation in 
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their minds. I would also like to extend her argument further in noting that when male writers of 
the early modern period portray the birthing process or utilize birthing metaphors, the results are 
often ineffective and grotesque. Examples of grotesque births form the foundation for Chapters 2 
and 3 of this project, I which I examine how childbirth and birthing metaphors are abundant in 
Spenser’s Faerie Queene and Sidney’s Apology for Poetry and Astrophil and Stella. Ultimately, 
I argue, displaying their womb envy and attempting to control the feminine spaces of 
reproduction are not Sidney and Spenser’s ultimate goals. Instead, they seek to demonstrate the 
ineffectiveness of the birthing metaphor to represent intellectual creation and thereby attempt to 
relegate women only to the sphere of biological reproduction. Their works serve as a warning to 
women who seek to engage in print culture.  
 Conversely, I argue that both the occasion of pregnancy and the metaphor of childbirth as 
an act of creative production arm the women discussed in this dissertation with the power to 
engage in creative activity and printing. For female writers, mothering is congruent to 
authorship, but the ways they leverage birthing imagery is tied to the genres in which they 
engage. For the mother-authors and their legacies examined in Chapter 1, the occasion of 
childbirth or their situation as mothers and the special social and familial powers given to them 
in those roles form the basis for their justifications for their creative production. On the other 
hand, the female pamphleteers examined in Chapter 4 utilize childbirth metaphors, biblical and 
philosophical views and instances of childbirth, and existing misogynistic male textual progeny 
to justify their engagement with print culture.   
II 
 I would like here to take a moment to explore constructions of early modern maternity 
that shed some light on the ways that motherhood was known and written about. In the 
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introductory chapter to his book Shakespearean Maternities, Chris Laoutaris discusses the 
construction of maternal knowledge throughout history. In reviewing the works of critics such as 
Alice E. Adams, Barbara Duden, and Karen Newman, all scholars on the matter of “visualizing” 
childbirth in various cultural contexts, Laoutaris concludes that we never come to know 
pregnancy through the institution of motherhood, but rather through “the many institutions which 
have, historically, laid claim to the wisdom locked in the darkened domicile of the maternal 
body” (5).  
 In magnifying the role visualization has played in constructing childbirth and maternity, 
Laoutaris notes that throughout history, the methods that have allowed women to visualize their 
fetuses have typically required penetration of the female body, both in a physical sense with 
instruments that are inserted into the body or through external constructs of technology and 
medicine. Here, he also leverages Duden’s argument that these methods of penetration still never 
culminate in authentic truth of the maternal experience for they are all “managed image[s]” 
created by technological and medical devices (6). Duden traces these foundations of what she 
calls “optical devices” back to Renaissance embryologist Hieronymous Fabricius of 
Aquapendente, who published images of fetal embryology in 1600 with his De Formato Foetu 
(see fig. 1) (Laoutaris 6). Fabricius’ fetal images went on to influence generations of scholars 
fascinated in visualizing maternity, and Laoutaris thus situates the age of Shakespeare as “a 
determining point in a progressivist history which maps out the inexorable domination of the 
medical gaze” (6).  
 I would like to suggest here, that similar to the poking, prodding, and penetration of 
female bodies that gave birth to works such as Fabricius’, literary works that leverage metaphors 
of childbirth, especially those employed by male writers, visualize motherhood but never 
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Fig. 1. Foetus in utero, from Hieronymous Fabricius, Opera physica anatomica, 1625. Wellcome 
Collection, https://wellcomecollection.org/works/jenf44ct. 20 May 2020.  
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authentically capture it. In this dissertation, perhaps the works that come closest to any sort of 
authentic representation of motherhood are the mothers’ legacies, written while the writers were 
pregnant or already mothers. The other texts discussed in this dissertation are farther removed 
from the authentic truths of motherhood, for they rely on maternal metaphors or discussions of 
female characters who are pregnant, will be pregnant, or who already have given birth.  
Laoutaris also examines the history of England’s first permanent anatomy theater, 
Barber-Surgeons’ Hall in Monkwell Square, and how it played a key role not only in exploring 
the body’s interior spaces but also in developing the fields of embryology and obstetrics (see fig. 
2 for an example of an embryological illustration) (8). In texts produced by those working out of 
the Hall emerged a growing movement towards characterizing childbirth as a surgically-
mediated procedure that required male intervention (8). Until this point, birthing was 
predominately a female-centered universe governed by midwives, who were mostly women. 
Examples of this shift are notable in the rise of men who became recognized as male midwives 
and were allowed into birthing chambers, even though their roles were defined as surgical (8). 
Furthermore, in examining letters and other works of the period that address actual births, 
Laoutaris notes that the presence of a male in the birthing room often indicated an impending 
crisis (9). Laoutaris’ examination of the roles of midwives and the intervention of male figures in 
the birthing room continues a tradition that predates the early modern period1.  
In extending this theme of crisis further, Laoutaris contends that the only maternal bodies 
that could be known during the period were those in crisis. Because physicians did not have  
 
1 For instance, Robert Mannyng’s Middle English Handlyng Synne of 1303 provides instructional guidance on a 
variety of birthing room rituals, such as the appropriate steps of baptism, so that both male readers and midwives 
could learn the appropriate procedures to avoid a child’s soul to be lost.  
 
 
 
6 
 
Fig. 2. Figures of baby in womb, from Thomas Raynold, The Byrth of Mankynde…, 1526. 
Wellcome Collection, https://wellcomecollection.org/works/ay2v84t7. Accessed 20 May 2020.  
 
access to the technologies we do today, they relied on their visible observations, autopsies of 
mothers who died during childbirth, the bodies of aborted fetuses, or by stealing bodies and body 
parts from graves (11).   
Laoutaris’ examination of the history of embryology and how it relates to the way that 
early modern writers constructed images and opinions about the pregnant body is important to 
this project. Sidney’s, Spenser’s, and Swetnam’s works rely heavily on the image of maternity in 
crisis to disprove any relationship between the capabilities of biological gestation and childbirth 
and mental gestation and the production of literary progeny. Likewise, in extending the role of 
the male physician and midwife present in the birthing chamber during crisis situations, the male 
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writers discussed in this dissertation play a similar role, acting as metaphorical midwives that 
must intervene in the crisis of female intersection with print culture. 
In a discussion that is less directly linked to the biological implications of knowing the 
body’s interiors but is still important to this project, Katherine Eisaman Maus explores the 
Renaissance notion of inwardness and how it applies specifically to theater of the period. In her 
discussion of Hamlet, Maus notes that Hamlet is keenly aware of “the elaborate external rituals 
of mourning and an inner, invisible anguish” (Inwardness 1). He worries that his external 
displays of anguish could be deceptive because someone could interpret his external shows of 
sorrow as insincere (1). Maus utilizes Hamlet’s recognition of inwardness and exterior display as 
the basis of her examination of the differences between “unexpressed interior and a theatricalized 
exterior: the epistemological anxieties that gap generates, the social practices that are devised to 
manage it, and the sociopolitical purposes it serves” (2). These anxieties surrounding the 
complexities that exist between interiority and external display inform a number of arguments 
that I make in this dissertation. Sidney especially explores the tensions between interiority and 
external production in An Apology for Poetry and Astrophil and Stella. Male inwardness, 
represented by Sidney’s knowledge and creative impulses, can be difficult to fully represent or 
can be misinterpreted when put on display in a written format, which can be seen in instances 
when Sidney attempts to defend poetry or justify why his sonnet sequence may be flawed. As 
this dissertation will show, feminine inwardness is even more problematic for male writers since 
the female authors in this dissertation connect it in some way to their biological capabilities of 
childbirth—the space where the ultimate interplay between inwardness and exterior production 
occurs.  
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III 
 In speaking further to bodies in crisis, the prevalence of and interest in monstrous births 
during this period is also notable. While I make some broader connections to monstrous births 
and the texts in question in this dissertation within the individual chapters, and in my discussion 
of Spenser most notably, briefly examining the cultural and religious implications of monstrous 
births is a valuable one that informs my readings of the texts in this dissertation. A number of 
critics have tackled the prevalence of monstrous births throughout history and their depictions in 
art, literary, medical tracts, and other cultural phenomena. For purposes of this dissertation, I am 
mainly concerned with A.W. Bates’ Emblematic Monsters, which examines accounts of 
monstrous births in the early modern period, and Julie Crawford’s investigation of monstrous 
births as a literary genre in her book Marvelous Protestantism: Monstrous Births in Post-
Reformation England.  
 As Bates notes, printed representations of monsters began to appear in the sixteenth 
century, shortly after the advent of the printing press. While he argues that the ideas of monsters 
may not have changed dramatically throughout history leading up until they made their 
appearance in print culture, examining printed pictures and accounts of monsters from the 
sixteenth century on provide valuable insight into cultural views on the monstrous (7). His 
examination specifically looks at monsters before their study took a more rational and scientific 
look into their utility. 
 The way that early modern literature employed monstrous births, Bates argues, is 
theological in nature and “invited the early modern reader to contemplate superficially hidden 
levels of meaning” versus simply acting as a portent or warning against sinning (8). Readers of 
the period were concerned with both the occasion of monstrous births and their significance in 
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constructing meaning (12). Bates also observes that those reading and interpreting monstrous 
births were less concerned with what they told about the potential physical causes of fetal 
deformities than the impact moral transgressions had on causing the monstrous offspring. Most 
readers and scholars assumed they were something that simply could not be predicted, prevented, 
or treated (12). In tracing the history and meaning of the word monster, Bates also notes that the 
word has various meanings, including to warn, something that is shown to others, and, as the 
OED defines it, “something extraordinary or unnatural; a prodigy, a marvel” (12). Thus, 
monstrous did not always have entirely negative connotations but could mean simply something 
unusual or out of the ordinary.   
 Bates also connects the rise in interest of human-birthed monsters to availability of the 
printing press. Bates’ discussion does not take into accounts of the monstrous in texts predating 
the printing press. He acknowledges there undoubtedly was an interest in the monstrous before 
the early modern period, but he is most interested in printed accounts of the monstrous and how 
the public perceives them. Broadsides advertising monstrous births were commonly circulated, 
creating spectacle and interest around the matter (15). Other factors which Bates argues 
contributed to the rise in interest in monsters during this period included increasing contact with 
non-Europeans as well as the rise of Protestantism. The rise of Protestantism gave several 
choices when it came to religion. And just as Catholics could read monstrous births as a sign that 
God disapproved of the new religion, Protestants read it as a sign that God disapproved of 
Catholicism and as a sign of his pleasure with their choice, thus providing a complex site for 
discussions of religious controversy (15).   
 Julie Crawford further explores the intersections between religious controversy and 
monstrous births in her book Marvelous Protestantism. She argues that the proliferation of print 
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accounts of monstrous births led to a new genre of works she dubs “marvelous Protestantism.” 
She describes the genre as “Protestant fables of divine punishment that provide a rich source of 
information about, and creative reimagining of, particular social and religious controversies, and 
in turn a new chapter in the history of the reading practices of early modern England” (2). In 
examining the broadsides and pamphlets published during the period, a notable trend exists 
among the authors: many of them are Protestant ministers or preachers supported by the church 
(4-7). Because of the mass proliferation of texts recounting and announcing monstrous births, 
Crawford argues that they were integral in shaping the story of Protestant struggles as well as 
“objects for Protestant education, reflection, and repentance, but they also made claims for the 
truth of specific, often controversial, Protestant doctrines and beliefs” (9).  
 Crawford also examines the role accounts of monstrous births held in regards to internal 
threats to Protestantism. In the early days of the Reformation, she argues, threats were more 
common to come from within the institution versus from external institutions such as 
Catholicism. Thus, monstrous births could highlight “a morbid symptom, signal[ing] a crisis in 
the reproduction of religious and social norms and institutions” (13). Inherent in the monstrous is 
a crisis of both bodies and their productivity. Because monsters usually did not live very long 
following their births, tales of monstrous births served as powerful warnings on the lack of 
viability for the fetal body (representing crisis) to survive. And once the monstrous body died, 
the body that produced it, the mother, continued to live: “it is women whose acts and behaviors 
produce monsters. In stories of monstrous births, the crises of post-Reformation England occur, 
not in an abstract collective body politic, but in the disparate and gendered bodies of English 
believers” (14).  
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 Crawford explores a number of notable monstrous births throughout the Reformation and 
the responses from Protestant leadership as well as the public. Each of the births she examines 
was used as a warning from Protestant clergy on the dangers of nonconformity, from everything 
from women’s extramarital affairs to women not heeding their husbands’ or the church’s 
authority. Ultimately, monstrous births served as a warning that private transgressions will 
eventually be brought to light and were used as an instructional tool to reinforce compliance with 
Protestant doctrine.  
 And while the mother’s body stood as representation of the potential crises within the 
Reformation, mothers and their bodies still enjoyed some semblance of honor and respect as 
reproductive forces, both biologically and for the reproduction of Protestantism. Mother’s bodies 
were important in carrying out God’s directives and were an integral piece of propagating the 
Protestant religion for their ability to birth new followers (Crawford 16). And though these 
beings could be monstrous and every being inherently sinful, all have to access to God’s grace 
and the promise of redemption. Thus, all births, as Crawford argues, were a way to demonstrate 
that divine intervention was happening daily and served as a way to enlighten and instruct 
laypeople (15).  
 I discuss this connection between the maternal body, Protestantism, and the proliferation 
of texts in more detail in Chapter 3 in examining The Faerie Queene, where Spenser’s Errour 
provides a monstrous body upon which to explore these tensions.  
IV 
 In speaking to outward production and proliferation of texts, a brief examination of the 
history of the printing press and moveable type in Europe is also due here both for the 
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connections it has to bridging the internal and external as well as for the cultural assumptions 
made about the printing press related to its gendering.  
 The invention of the Gutenberg press in the mid-fifteenth century marks a revolutionary 
moment in history, most notably for the impact it had on learning. In her book The Printing 
Press as an Agent of Change, Elizabeth L. Einstein explores the consequences the press had on 
culture-at-large throughout Europe. Throughout her study, she takes what she calls an 
evolutionary approach in examining the consequences the press had (Ch. 2).  
 Prior to the Gutenberg press, the production of books was a laborious process that not 
only involved handwriting and multiple scribes to produce additional copies of a text but also a 
tedious cataloging process by libraries. The methods for cataloging these books, Einstein notes, 
was notoriously unreliable. Tracking the number of man hours invested in producing books was 
also unreliable and often unaccounted for. Thus, notes Einstein, it is difficult for anyone to say 
how many books may have been produced and how many man hours were invested in producing 
books throughout the period between 330 and the advent of the press (Ch. 2). During the years 
immediately preceding the Gutenberg press, Einstein also notes that retail book traders cared 
little about the production and sale of manuscripts, and later, even printed books, for they seemed 
mainly concerned with selling book materials and binding over anything else (Ch. 2). Later, 
when printed texts were made available on a larger scale, some book traders, most notably 
Vespasiano da Bisticci, a renowned Florentine book merchant, disavowed printed text, noting 
that a printed book would be ashamed to be in the company of someone such as the Duke of 
Urbino. Da Bisticci’s sentiments were not uncommon among Renaissance humanists, who 
Einstein claims held a disdain for machine-made objects (Ch. 2). I argue that the disdain of the 
printed word creates a bastardization of the printed word, a characterization I explore the 
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implications of this later in this dissertation in connecting the press to questions surrounding 
printing and motherhood (see fig. 3 for visual representations of the press and its relationship to 
death).  
 
Fig. 3. Death dances with the printing press, from Mathias Huss La Grant danse macabre des 
hommes et des femmes, 1499. Princeton University Library, https://catalog.princeton.edu/ 
catalog/4991066#view. Accessed 2 June 2020.  
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There is evidence that some book traders also believed the printing press was the 
instrument of the devil. The printing of the Gutenberg Bible and its financing by John Fust led to 
some of these characterizations, with book-traders believing that someone appearing with  
multiple copies of the Bible and making a profit off of them surely was aided by the devil (Ch. 
2). Much of the backlash connecting printed copies of the Bible to an act aided by the devil 
seems to have come from Protestant circles, though some disdain also existed from some 
Catholic book traders as well. While these adverse reactions existed, Einstein argues the 
prevailing sense regarding the printing press was mostly ambivalent or positive and most 
associated printing with the divine.  
 Early printed texts also show a concern with fidelity to original manuscripts, even in the 
typology and spacing used. However, as the fifteenth century wore on, concern with surface 
appearance gave way to making texts more convenient to readers, creating new work for printers, 
including new forms of types, editorial processes, and inclusion of footnotes (Ch. 2). This shift 
from a concern for authorial fidelity to convenience of the reader is an important one for this 
dissertation. As discussed in Chapter 2 in examining Sidney’s work, there is a prevalent anxiety 
about the printing press and verifying authorship. This shift to prioritizing the reader over the 
author likely would have been an anxious moment for Sidney and other writers, and as I argue, it 
led to characterizations of the press as a feminine form of production.  
 The printing press ushered in not only a new revolution in communication that allowed 
people to read and view the exact same content across separate copies of a book but also changes 
in the world of advertising. As Einstein notes, the press “lent itself to commercial advertising, 
official propaganda, seditious agitation, and bureaucratic red tape as no scribal procedure ever 
had” (Ch. 2). In a reversal from scribal procedures, printers began publicizing themselves on the 
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frontispieces of books instead of on the last pages “contributing to the celebration of lay culture-
heroes and to their achievement of personal celebrity and eponymous fame” and giving rise to 
new respect for artisan crafts and the intelligentsia (Ch. 2).  
 In terms of how the press impacted literacy during the period, Einstein is hesitant to make 
many assumptions about the initial role it played in increasing literacy rates. Literacy rates 
during early centuries are hard to account for. She posits that the more appropriate discussion to 
have surrounding literacy and the press is how access to new information changed the already 
literate population before speculating how it may have played a role in increasing literacy rates 
(Ch. 2). Additionally, Einstein also cites perceptions of books and reading amongst social 
classes, showing how there is some evidence that because books previously had been produced 
by those of lower social status--monks or slaves--and in Latin, nobility may have had a distaste 
for reading. In terms of popularity of texts, though, prior to the press, books that approached 
topics that were appealing to diverse groups of people were most widely read (Ch. 2). Einstein 
also warns that it is difficult to make assumptions of the social or vocational status of readers 
based on whether texts were printed in the vernacular or Latin (Ch. 2).  However, one conclusion 
that can be made and is important to the work of the mother-authors discussed in Chapter 1 of 
this dissertation, is that eventually, as printing gained popularity and texts, especially the Bible, 
became available in the vernacular, it undercut the authority of the church. Now, ordinary men 
and women could read, understand, and interpret scripture just as well as clergy could (Ch. 4). 
This scriptural authority certainly caused cultural anxiety, and the mothers writing the legacies 
examined in Chapter 1 of this dissertation leverage this power granted to them, exploiting it to 
help make a case for their entrance into and access to the print world.  
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 Einstein sees the most profound transformations promulgated by print in training and 
education. Prior to the printing press, many vocations relied upon word-of-mouth and 
apprenticeship training programs. Now, someone who wanted to learn a trade, a new skill, or 
simply new information could pick up a book to facilitate their learning. This played a critical 
role not only in the trades but also in university life and schooling in general. If a student wanted 
to learn more about a subject or teach himself or herself a new language, the teacher could be left 
out of the process entirely (Ch. 2). The way that books, pamphlets, and other written materials 
are used in education is a key factor in this dissertation. For the mother-authors in Chapter 1, 
their access to the Bible as an instructional tool for both themselves and their children situates 
them as educational authorities within the home. Likewise, the texts that they produce for their 
children and the public in turn become texts that the public can consume to use as tools of 
education and instruction for themselves and their children, too. And for the female authors in 
Chapter 4, access to printed texts plays a key role in their education, giving them the ability to be 
able to read Swetnam’s text and write in response to it, citing various religious and philosophical 
works.   
 Einstein argues that a casual look at the types of books printed during the period can also 
be misleading in forming assumptions about who was reading what. For instance, cookbooks 
were popular during the period, as were some behavior booklets that outlined the appropriate 
behavior for young women. While on the surface the popularity of the behavioral manuals that 
were printed widely and in subsequent editions may suggest that women were the main 
consumers of such texts, Einstein cautions against this reading. She argues, instead, that likely 
such a book found wider readership for parents, both male and female, as well as male tutors and 
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guardians. Other authors and publishers likely comprised a hefty portion of the readership, 
looking for examples to help shape their own works (Ch. 2).  
In extending her conversation to domestic guides and advice manuals, which is pertinent 
to my chapter on mothers’ legacies, a form of domestic guide, Einstein argues that the substance 
of these manuals was not any different from the material that had been passed down for 
generations by scholars and philosophers. The proliferation of print in this genre did not lend 
itself to new ideas, but rather, simply a change in the medium through which ideas were shared. 
Because this information was now more accessible to the general population, it was difficult for 
them not to adhere to the advice: “Elizabethans who purchased domestic guides and marriage 
manuals were not being given new advice. But they were receiving old advice in a new way and 
in a format that made it more difficult to evade” (Ch. 4). I would add here that included in this 
new way and format is a new perspective from which readers were hearing the advice, as women 
were now given a voice as writers on a larger stage for the first time in European history. Thus, 
the mothers’ legacies and pamphlets discussed in this dissertation, while not necessarily 
disseminating new information to their readership, seize a moment to revolutionize the format in 
which their readers were hearing it, and this new format was threatening to some male authors. 
In “Women Writing and Women Written,” Maureen Bell narrows the conversation of the 
impacts of the printing press down by examining the relationship between women and print in 
the early modern period. Bell argues that examining the history of the book offers a multi-
dimensional approach through which to explore women writers in relation to three distinct 
categories: the growing market for books about women, looking at women as printers, and 
examining the role women played as consumers of print (431). Bell is mainly concerned with 
women in print versus manuscript history since so few female authors appear in historical 
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catalogs of manuscripts. In an overview of women in print during the period, Bell notes there 
were 867 printed texts by women between 1600 and 1700, and the overwhelming majority of 
them were printed after 1640. Even when women gained more access to the printing press in 
1640, titles authored by women only accounted for one percent of all printed texts (433).  
Women printed on a wide variety of subject matters, and similar to male writers, women 
below the gentry class gained visibility in print after 1640. Because they wrote on such varied 
topics and across the social classes, Bell contends that it can be difficult to talk about women as a 
group themselves when discussing writing. Rather than being marked by gender, she claims, 
writers can more clearly be grouped by their religion and spiritual concerns than by their sex 
(434). Instead of arguing that there was something particularly distinct about the idea of a female 
author during the period, Bell and other critics argue the very notion of authorship itself was a 
gendered space. She notes the work of Jonathan Goldberg, who after examining handwriting 
manuals during the period, argues that writing was highly sexualized and thus feminized. 
Similarly, Wendy Wall argues the way that male authors consciously construct themselves in 
non-dramatic works between 1557 and 1621 demonstrates an active resistance against being 
characterized as feminine (425). Both Goldberg’s and Walls’ work on the feminization and 
sexual nature of writing are important to my later discussions of printing, and Sidney most 
directly tackles these questions in An Apology for Poetry.  
From around 1570 to 1640, Bell notes, that the female market for all types of literature 
was growing, as evidenced not only by the emergence of more female-authored texts on the 
market but also the number of dedication pages and prefatory materials directly addressed to 
women or using female terms in titles (see table 1) (435-36). It is important to note that a number 
of scholars, such as Suzanne Hall, who Bell’s research relies upon, characterize male-authored 
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texts during the period that are dedicated to women in their corpus of female literature. With this 
in mind, Bell questions whether woman-authored texts should be considered a sub-set of female 
literature and not grouped with male-authored texts with an intended female audience (438). In 
considering female-authored texts, questions of agency emerge:  
were women themselves encouraged by the publication of ‘female literature’ to see print 
as accessible to themselves as writers? Were men (husbands, widowers, editors, clergy), 
increasingly aware of a ‘female market’, encouraged to see into print those works by 
women which were already in limited manuscript circulation amongst family and 
religious groups? Were printers and booksellers willing to risk, perhaps as novelties, 
women-authored texts on the evidence of an interest in women as subject-matter? (438) 
 
In considering these questions, Bell notes that there is evidence that all of the groups noted above 
held some agency when it came to women and print culture. I explore some of these questions of 
agency in Chapters 1 and 4 in my discussions of the mothers’ legacies and the female-authored 
pamphlets surrounding the Swetnam controversy, which is viewed as a publisher/male 
manufactured controversy to sell books.  
Bell also examines the sexualization of women who produce materials. It was common 
for female authors to be painted as prostitutes or to be exploited by male printers for money. 
However, as Wendy Wall notes, these same characterizations were not made regarding male 
authors and their publishers (440). While some critics might view women as disadvantaged in 
their dealings with male publishers, Bell notes that it would be incorrect to categorize women as 
completely absent from or passive within the book trade. Since activities such as binding, 
printing, and bookselling were considered domestic activities, women could be found involved 
with the trade in these capacities (440). Women who published their works had various methods 
to do so, and no matter what avenues they used to access the press, they were often painted as 
mad. Women who had personal connections to printers leveraged those relationships to print  
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Table 1 
Women’s publication and female terms in titles 1641-1700 
 
Source: Bell, Maureen. “Women Writing and Women Written.” The Cambridge History of the 
Book in Britain, edited by John Barnard, D. F. McKenzie, and Maureen Bell, vol. 4, E-book, 
Cambridge UP, 2002, pp. 431-452.  
 
their texts, while those without connections financed and arranged the printing and distribution 
of their own works. Some went on to become publishers themselves after the death of a husband 
or other male family member who owned a printing operation (442-43). And although women 
began to take a more active and larger role in print culture and the book trade, Bell does not 
suggest that the trade was seen any less as a male-centered activity: “these women were 
marginalized by their very disempowerment from office and hierarch within the Stationers’ 
Company and when women did take charge of businesses, they were doing so only by 
permission of a structure which remained thoroughly patriarchal” (443). 
 In terms of book readership and ownership by women, Bell notes that women had a 
number of purposes for reading and owning books. Some books were given to them and 
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dedicated to them by men in their lives while some women sought out books specifically for 
their topics to increase their knowledge on matters, especially spirituality. Other women enjoyed 
books for the comfort they provided. Similar to books owned by men, many books that were 
owned by women contained many handwritten notes from their owners, ranging from marking 
and commenting on passages, to noting conversations had surrounding a particular passage, to 
the books’ pages serving as a diary of sorts (450).   
 In shifting toward examining the printing press and printed texts as gendered objects, 
which has implications for a number of my arguments in this project, I would like to refer to 
Margreta de Grazia’s essay “Imprints: Shakespeare, Gutenberg, and Descartes” as well as Maria 
Teresa Micaela Prendergast’s essay “Promiscuous Textualities” to situate the complexities of 
gender and printing.  
 In her examination of the role imprinting played in acquiring knowledge, de Grazia traces 
Descartes’ metaphor of a wax and a seal to explore how Descartes, Shakespeare, and Gutenberg 
all utilize various methods of imprinting to understand knowledge. Throughout her essay, de 
Grazia also explores the gendered conceptions of the various forms of knowing and imprinting. 
For instance, in Descartes’ wax and seal metaphor, the seal is a male apparatus while the wax, 
the malleable object, is female, drawing wider comparisons to social and biological foundations 
of gestation and childbirth during the period (32). Descartes’ use of the wax and signet and the 
way they intersect with conception, de Grazia suggests, does not drastically depart from the way 
ancient philosophers mused about learning by employing the language of birth: “Socrates 
discusses learning in terms of giving birth, brainchildren as children of loins, using the language 
of fertility, barrenness, gestation, labour, deliver, and childbirth to describe the arduous and 
 
 
22 
protracted process by which ideas are generated in the mind” (32). Socrates even envisions 
himself as a midwife for men, supervising the birth of their ideas (32).  
 In tracing the development of comparisons between mechanical and sexual reproduction, 
de Grazia notes the use of such metaphors were prevalent during the Renaissance. She attributes 
the abundance of such imagery to the invention of Gutenberg’s printing press (34). The 
semantics of both printing and biological reproduction are markedly similar during the time, with 
language such as reproduction, multiplication, and duplication prevalent as well as views of both 
children and books serving as lasting legacies that outlive their creators (35). While the wax and 
the signet are a simpler mechanical metaphor for knowing and production, the printing press was 
a more colossal and technological version of it, allowing for mass proliferation of imprinted 
material. De Grazia also argues that it was not the creation of reproductive machines like the 
press that resulted in the proliferation of reproductive metaphors—rather, it is the reproductive 
metaphors that structured these machines (43). This is evident in Joseph Moxon’s The 
Mechanick Exercises on the Whole Art of Printing published in 1683-84, one of the earliest text 
and pictorial descriptions of the form and function of the press. Observing Moxon’s language, it 
is apparent that “the printing press was constructed as a sexually gendered generation apparatus” 
with its parts being labeled as male or female, culminating in a mechanical representation of 
Galen’s sexual organs (43).  
 The movement of the parts and the imprinting of words on paper are read by de Grazia as 
physical and mechanical representations of Galen’s one-sex model and an act of copulation 
where the “inverse commensurate parts, either in relief or intaglio, raised or sunken, the 
reproduced image an inside-out version of the reproduced original: ‘what is inside women, 
likewise sticks out in males’” (44). In an extension of the printing press acting as a sexualized 
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being, de Grazia notes the care with which the letters of the press were handled, as if they were 
human newborns. In illustrations of the typesets, the elements of the letters were given humanoid 
names such as the feet, neck and face (440-48).  
 And just as the printing press itself was gendered, so were printing houses, which were 
crafted as male. The guild representing printers was exclusively male and barred women from 
becoming apprentices until 1666, which was an unusual practice among many trades (de Grazia 
47). De Grazia draws comparisons between the exclusively male space of printing houses to the 
near exclusive female space of the birthing room to argue that these gendered spaces hinted at 
the incompatibility of the practices of printing and biological reproduction (52). 
 Prendergast further explores the cultural and social gendering of the printing press and 
manuscripts through the lens of the Nashe-Harvey controversy. In an attack against writers, 
Harvey, a pamphleteer, skewers them for what he calls an indefatigable production of superficial 
texts thanks to the advent of print technology (174). Prendergast observes here that Harvey’s 
language of reproduction and his anxieties surrounding it differ from manuscript writers such as 
Sidney, who are apprehensive about the printing press for its “crisis of transition from 
conceptualization to written expression” and for its mode of excessive production, which could 
be equated with the monstrous when applied to reproductive theory of the period (175). The 
printing press also removed some previously held notions of writing as a masculine practice 
because of the removal of the pen, which was seen as a phallic symbol that engaged in the 
reproductive act of producing words on a page (175). Prendergast further observes instances of 
the printing press gendered either as effeminate or as indeterminate, creating textual progeny that 
“are novel, unnatural creatures—not quite masculine nor feminine” (175-77).  And because these 
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progenies are indeterminate, the pamphleteers suggest, they threaten the very legitimacy upon 
which patriarchal English culture is built (177).   
Throughout this dissertation, I add to these arguments and rely upon these historical 
contexts to demonstrate how female writers exploit these anxieties about the printing press to 
claim it as a feminine space while male writers utilize images of failed maternity to advocate 
against feminine textual reproduction by demonstrating how biological reproduction and mental 
gestation and reproduction are discrete spaces.  
V 
 This dissertation is also concerned with motherhood as a construct and the powers and 
rituals associated with childbirth. In her book Ritual and Conflict: The Social Relations of 
Childbirth in Early Modern England, Adrian Wilson explores the social implications of 
childbirth and the meaning that was prescribed to women because of their role in it. She argues 
that “the key context of early-modern childbirth was the social role of women within the 
institution of marriage, and that role was itself complex and contested, as were relations of 
gender at large” (133). She further argues that these contests were displayed in what she calls the 
ceremony of childbirth, for childbirth during the period was comprised of routines and rituals 
that inform marriage, gender, and power during the period (133).  
 Childbirth was a communal and special occasion in the seventeenth century, specifically 
for women. Once a woman went into labor, friends, family, and her midwife were called to 
accompany her into the birthing chamber, signaling, as Wilson notes, a physical movement into a 
different social space, from one that is occupied by men into one that is exclusively female (133). 
In the birthing chamber, the midwife held special powers, often even being able to overrule the 
mother-to-be who may have been of a higher class than she was. Once the mother delivered the 
 
 
25 
baby, a swaddling process ensued to mark the end of the birth and signal the beginning of the 
lying-in period, in which a woman would stay in the birthing chamber and her home for up to a 
month. In this period, she was given rest and space to recover from birth and then would 
gradually assume movement about the birthing chamber and then her home (145). Within this 
lying-in stage, movement across social spaces is notable. In the initial weeks after giving birth, 
typically only other women could come into the birthing chamber to tend to her while only the 
child’s father and close relatives could eventually come to visit in other spaces within the home 
(145).  
 Midwifery manuals and diaries of the time indicate that during the lying-in period, 
women typically did not sleep with their husbands. Thus, Wilson observes, the lying-in period 
for the father was a “distinctive and solitary condition” (148). Following her lying-in month, the 
new mother was also expected to go to church in the company of other women to receive a 
blessing, which then enabled her to reengage in a sexual relationship with her husband (149).  
 Within this lying-in month, Wilson and other critics observe, is a reversal of social power 
structures. Once the woman entered the birthing chamber, the following month was designed as 
her time, thus placing the mother at the forefront of the family structure (160). Wilson argues 
that that ceremony of childbirth allowed women to gain temporary power because it removed 
them from the world of men and into a world exclusively inhabited by women (160). While most 
men seemed to have been accepting of childbirth rituals and the significance it placed on women, 
Wilson notes that there was some hostility toward the rituals and ceremonies of childbirth, with 
some town governments regulating childbirth festivities (163). Overwhelmingly, though, men 
seemed to passively accept lying-in and birthing rituals.   
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 While birthing rituals may have endowed mothers with limited special social powers, in 
her essay “The Construction and Experience of Maternity in Seventeenth-Century England,” 
Patricia Crawford explores in more detail what happened following birth and when women 
become mothers. Her opening premise is that “without woman’s reproductive labor, society 
would cease to exist” (Ch. 1). Because of this essential nature of reproduction, women are not 
allowed to fully exert control over how and when they want to give birth. It is their roles as 
mothers and their reproductive capabilities that make them of special interest to society, 
especially when it comes to regulating them (Section 1).  
 Up until recently, Crawford argues, throughout history, little attention has been paid to 
women and children. With the advent of social history in the twentieth century, some of this 
began to shift, though the initial scrutiny was not favorable toward early modern parents, 
painting both mothers and fathers as unloving and treating their children brutally (Section 1). 
More recent studies, however, indicate that the picture was likely happier than first assumed 
(Section 1). As interest in women’s history and feminist literary criticism have grown, works 
reexamining the past and rewriting the experience of motherhood have become more prevalent. 
While Crawford acknowledges that the history of motherhood is connected to men’s attempts to 
control women, she focuses her discussions on how maternity was socially constructed during 
the period and how women experienced maternity (Section 1).  
 For women of the seventeenth century, biological experiences of maternity were socially 
constructed. Men wrote prolifically about motherhood, and these texts were used to establish 
ideologies surrounding motherhood and what makes a good mother. As Crawford notes, even 
though these texts and sermons spoke overtly about motherhood, beneath the surface, they were 
most concerned with female sexuality (Section 2). With the proliferation of medical texts and 
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treatises on birth, there was a growing public interest in and understanding of reproduction. The 
availability of such texts on a large public scale meant that there were sometimes competing 
views about how women became pregnant and how the child was shaped within the womb 
(Section 2). Most scholars, writers, and readers believed, however, in the power of maternal 
imprinting, where the mother’s actions, thoughts, beliefs, and environment could affect the 
child’s development in utero, versus exploring the physical and medical causes of deformities. 
And this imprinting did not end once the child was born. Mothers were expected to transmit their 
qualities to their babies through their breast milk (Section 2).  
 The Bible served as the governing word on what constituted a good mother. Many critics 
argue that the rise of Protestantism helped to elevate the status of women as wives and mothers. 
There is some tension within this claim, for even as even Protestant theology held that women 
were created for maternity and were serving the Lord through their roles as mothers, in practice, 
many Protestant ministers continued to espouse Catholic doctrine that even in motherhood, 
women were in subjugation to men (Section 2).    
 Nevertheless, much was made in literature of the time regarding the biological bond 
between mother and child. Breastfeeding their children and rearing them through a social process 
were thought to come naturally to women (Section 2). Literature during the period seems to 
indicate that once the child reached the age of seven, the mother was no longer responsible for 
care of the child. Upper-class male children were typically entrusted to a schoolmaster or tutor 
while those of lower classes were put into service. Daughters’ educations were typically still 
entrusted to their mothers, while some gentry classes sought tutors (Section 2).  
 While Crawford notes that ideology shaped contexts of how women became mothers, 
women responded in different ways to performing their roles. Their responses and actions as 
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mothers were typically defined by their social levels, family situation, economic circumstances, 
and religious beliefs. The social and biological are thus deeply intertwined. But no matter what 
their social circumstances, women had a near universal desire to have children, as Jane Sharp 
declared in her contemporary midwife manual (Section 3). Women of the upper classes had 
fewer expectations to engage in labor outside the home, so their primary role was to produce and 
raise children, though they would often hire wet nurses to assist and then have her next child as 
soon as possible (Section 3). Women of the middle and lower classes typically married a bit later 
and would have a child every couple of years until their early forties. Women of the lowest 
classes were impacted the most directly from the birth of multiple children, which placed 
economic hardships on families, limiting the economic production and financial contributions to 
the household and placing more strain on husbands (Section 3).  
 And while contemporary works such as Sharp’s suggest that women had a desire to have 
children, which would indicate by religious and moral codes of the time they desired to be 
married in order to bear legitimate children, studies of the rates of women who were single, 
married, or widowed show that married women comprise the smallest category of the three 
stations during the late early modern period. As Amy Froide’s research in Never Married: 
Singlewomen in Early Modern England demonstrates, in many northwestern European countries 
such as England, people married later than earlier periods and some never married at all. 
Between 1600 and 1750, Englishwomen married at the average age of 26 and Englishmen at 28. 
Additionally, demographic research shows that between 13 and 25 percent of people born 
between 1575 and 1700 also remained single for their entire lives (Introduction). Thus, through 
her extensive study on the matter, Froide argues that marriage should be decentered as the norm 
during the period, and she extends her study to look more broadly at the relationship between 
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women and patriarchal societies and how kinship and family deserve a wider definition than just 
the nuclear family or a woman’s role as wife and mother.  
 And while marriage and childbirth may not have been as prevalent as some assume, 
diaries and autobiographies from the period indicate that women of the higher echelons of 
society spent a great deal of their time around pregnancy, childbirth, and child rearing. There 
also seems to be an increasing interest in the period in women’s desire to understand and control 
their own sexuality, as evidenced by the growing production of manuals and advertisements 
(Crawford, Section 3). For gentlewomen of the period, there was an expectation to bear a son to 
carry on the name, title, and estates of his father. Daughters were welcome because they 
indicated there were no concerns of infertility, and if a daughter was the first born, it gave the 
couple hope that a son might follow (Section 3). Bearing no children or too many were both 
unfortunate circumstances, so for women who did not want to have additional children, they 
conspired with each other to come up with ways to limit their husbands’ sexual desire since 
abstinence was condemned by the church (Section 3). 
 As children grew, women played an active role in their education, and they performed 
daily tasks to accomplish their business as mothers. Women often shared advice with one 
another while fathers generally stayed out of the business of child rearing and considered 
women’s conversations about such matters as gossip (Crawford, Section 4). And while mothers 
were often believed to be naturally gentle and loving, children did not always hold their mothers 
in high esteem, for patriarchal authority still overshadowed the family dynamic. This is not to 
suggest, as Crawford notes, that the roles of mothers were devalued. Men recognized, for the 
most part, the inherently feminine qualities and powers that women held in pregnancy, birthing, 
and child rearing (Section 4). Mothers of the seventeenth century likewise held their roles as 
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mothers in high esteem and took pride in their roles. Motherhood was a space they made their 
own, and many women wrote about their experiences in letters and diaries (Section 4). Crawford 
notes that mothers leveraged their maternal capabilities and sentimental feelings for their 
children to break social norms and engage in radical behaviors, such as making their diaries, 
letters, and poems public via print. Here, Crawford briefly discusses some notable publications 
by mothers, including Elizabeth Grymeston; Dorothy Leigh (discussed in this dissertation); and 
Rachel, Countess of Westmorland, all who leverage their roles as mothers to overcome censure 
and access the world of printing. Thus, Crawford concludes, “maternal authority could be used 
beyond the household to justify intervention in the wider world” (Section 4). It is this maternal 
authority I am concerned with in this dissertation, exploring the ways that women use their lived 
maternal experiences, the maternal experiences of other women, or maternal metaphors to appear 
in the wider world via print and the ways that male writers try to silence maternal authority to 
exclude them from this space.   
VI 
 The thematic framework for this project was determined by both the lack of scholarship 
that exists surrounding some of the mothers’ legacies and specifically with regard to how the 
mothers leverage the social and biological power they held as mothers to enter into print culture. 
Likewise, not much scholarship exists regarding female pamphleteers and the ways they use 
pregnancy metaphors and the divine nature of mothers to justify connections between biological 
reproduction and access to textual production. Further, few studies exist that explore this topic 
via the methodology I use here, which is to bring together a larger discussion via comparison and 
contrast of the ways that men and women utilize maternity and maternity metaphors into one 
extended work.  
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 I have specifically chosen to consider non-fiction works by women such as mothers’ 
legacies and pamphlets of the period for a number of reasons. Firstly, the lived experiences of 
mothers are important, and the ways they write about those experiences are important. It would 
be an oversight in a project examining how women accessed the printing press to dismiss the 
privilege that motherhood endowed many women with in accessing the press. They were able to 
avoid some of the associations between the printing press and prostitution because of their status 
as mothers. Secondly, the woman-authored pamphlets in Chapter 4 bridge an interesting gap 
between motherhood, reproduction, and print culture. While the authors never directly refer to 
their roles as mothers, they employ historical and biblical examples of pregnancy as well as 
various pregnancy metaphors to draw connections between women’s biological reproductive 
capabilities and their capabilities to engage in textual production.  
 The male authored texts I have chosen to examine in this dissertation provide rich 
grounds for the discussion of textual production and gender because of their situation as seminal 
texts in exploring self-fashioning. While the mothers’ legacies belonged to the genre of advice 
books, Sidney’s and Spenser’s works, while not of the advice genre, have value in their 
presentation as metaphorical and allegorical guides to fashioning poets, courtiers, and knights—
guidebooks and advice manuals of sorts for men.  
 My first chapter examines the mothers’ legacies of Elizabeth Joscelin, Dorothy Leigh, 
and Elizabeth Richardson, three notable and popular examples of the genre. These three texts 
enjoyed wide readership and were published in multiple editions—notable given that they 
eschewed social norms during the period by the very fact that they were authored by women and 
made their way into print. Throughout this chapter, I explore the ways that they utilize their 
social, familial, and biological roles as mothers to justify their works and their presence in the 
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public print culture. They use their lived experiences of childbirth and childrearing to access 
additional social privilege and capital. For them, mothering and textual reproduction are 
complementary activities.  
 In my second chapter, I analyze Sir Philip Sidney’s An Apology for Poetry and Astrophil 
and Stella in light of their uses of birthing metaphors. Throughout both works, Sidney relies on 
metaphors depicting ineffective, painful, or messy births to draw contrasts between the male 
process of mental gestation and female biological reproduction. Instead of appropriating the 
feminine space of childbirth and claiming it as a male enterprise, Sidney disempowers the female 
maternal space eventually concluding that biological reproduction and maternity are not 
equivalent to textual production, thus implying female writers should stay within their domestic 
realms and not venture into print culture.  
 My third chapter extends the discussions started in chapter two by exploring the way that 
Edmund Spenser employs monstrous and ineffective births to make larger social and political 
commentaries regarding the illegitimacy of female legacy and their inability to produce viable 
textual progeny while celebrating male creative acts powerful, viable, and virtuous.  
 Finally, in my fourth chapter, I examine the female-authored pamphlets involved in the 
Swetnam controversy. Rachel Speght, Ester Sowernam, and Constantia Munda, in responding to 
Joseph Swetnam’s vitriolic Arraignment, create a new cultural moment where women now stand 
as champions for their own sex. They demonstrate their power through utilizing birthing 
metaphors, biblical stories of mothers, and a female-centered revisionist history to disempower 
misogynistic views of women and advocate for the presence of more female voices in print.  
 Ultimately, the ways in which women employ birthing metaphors or their lived 
experiences of birthing are dependent upon the genres in which they write. And I do not want to 
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suggest that every woman writing during this period is concerned with childbirth or employs 
birthing metaphors. However, I would suggest, that simply accessing the printing press during 
this period would have been an exceptional feat for a female writer, and because of the gendered 
presumptions read onto the mechanical body and processes of the printing press, female-
authored texts could still be read as a powerful statement on women’s roles in print culture and 
how their biological reproductive capabilities factor into it.     
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CHAPTER 1 
“A thing so vnusuall among vs”: Authorship and Maternal Authority in the 
Legacies of Dorothy Leigh, Elizabeth Joscelin, and Elizabeth Richardson 
I 
For the mother-authors of the early modern period such as Dorothy Leigh, Elizabeth 
Joscelin, and Elizabeth Richardson, their works occupy an unusual space in literary and cultural 
history. While their roles as mothers and keepers of the home were revered and honored, their 
unlikely roles as serious authors are paradoxical to the norms of the period. In noting the special 
power that mothers held, Naomi J. Miller observes that “[w]hereas women in general were 
directed to be chaste, silent, and obedient in order to counteract the perceived power of their 
sexuality, mothers in particular emerged as figures who combined the sexuality required for 
procreation with considerable authority over their offspring, male as well as female” (159).   
While Miller explores the implications of maternal labor involved in producing texts, her inquiry 
does not include a broader discussion of the effects of public production and consumption of 
Leigh’s, Joscelin’s, and Richardson’s texts. Thus, I aim to expand upon her argument and 
explore the implications of it for female writers, contending that in a time when women were 
expected largely to maintain their silence and when few women wrote and even fewer published, 
the legacies of Leigh, Joscelin, and Richardson successfully exited the realm of the domestic and 
entered the realm of the public, in large part by effectively exploiting the special social and 
domestic powers they held as mothers.  
Leigh’s, Joscelin’s, and Richardson’s texts belong to the sub-genre known as the 
mother’s legacy, works belonging to the popular genre of conduct books that appeared in the 
Renaissance. While many of these conduct books informed readers of laws and regulations both 
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secular and religious, the mother’s legacy occupies a special place within the genre, offering a 
distinctly woman-authored subgenre of the form. Most of the legacies are spiritual in nature, 
instructing the author’s children on how to lead a godly life and even, as some critics note, gave 
mothers a public platform on which to preach (Metcalfe 6).  
The popularity of these texts is evident through the multiple editions of Leigh’s and 
Joscelin’s texts: Leigh’s The Mothers Blessing was published in 23 editions between 1616 and 
1674, making it the most reprinted female-authored text of the century, and Joscelin’s The 
Mothers Legacie to her Vnborne Child was redistributed in eight editions between 1624 and 
1684.  Their popularity is further evidenced by the influence both Leigh’s and Joscelin’s 
publications had on later female publications of the time, including Elizabeth Richardson’s A 
Ladies Legacie (Brown v-vi). 
Sylvia Brown’s scholarship on the genre demonstrates that mothers’ legacies enjoyed a 
much larger readership than just women. This can be attributed to, perhaps, that the genre “did as 
much to confirm normative gender ideology as it did to disrupt it by giving women an 
authoritative voice and enabling them to write and publish” (Brown vii).  Furthermore, the texts 
produced by these mothers share similarities in that even though the mothers write with 
authoritative voices on mothering and the legacies they want to leave for their children, the 
authors are often self-deprecating of their writing abilities, apologetic for publishing their texts, 
or generally “on the point of dissolution” (Brown vii). Women were able to publish, but only 
insofar as their publications were not outside the scope of their domestic roles as mothers and 
devout Christians, thus upholding the expectations of their gender. While I agree with Brown’s 
assertion, I also posit that these female authors knowingly exploited this platform in an attempt 
to earn more cultural and familial authority. And even though these texts defied, to an extent, the 
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common role of woman as subservient and silent, their authors often encourage women to honor 
their subservient roles in the home and society-at-large.2  
The popularity of their legacies raises intriguing cultural discussions about the interplay 
between the public and the private, fact and fiction, and textual production during the period. For 
women, typically confined to the privacy of the domestic sphere, writing about those very private 
spaces they occupied within the home and those contained within themselves--the womb--
become a seemingly dichotomous vehicle through which they could enter the public sphere. 
As Elaine Beilin concurs with Brown, the self-deprecating voices adopted by these 
mother-authors suggest the larger cultural impulses at play. While devotional writing gave 
women a vehicle through which to express their identities, writing and publishing it and public 
discourse threatened social constructs, even more so considering the anxieties and debates—very 
much gendered--surrounding the still-novel printing press. Writing, and publishing especially, 
threatens the essence of womanhood and usurps cultural norms (267). Thus, an examination of 
the texts included here will show that the authors invested significant energy in conflating 
religious instruction and motherhood to build authority in their roles as mothers and as authors.  
And since these authors are writing in a time when publishing was largely unavailable, in 
part due to the perceived unsuitability of the existing genres of fiction, poetry, and treatises, they 
had to conceive of a new genre as part of their textual creation. As Jennifer Heller suggests about 
the genre of the mother’s legacy, “If new forms appear when existing genres are unable to 
accommodate a particular set of interests, concerns, or values, then the appearance of the 
mother’s legacy suggests that extant genres could not meet this constellation of needs” (1). I 
 
2 In a number of the legacies, the female author encourages feminine submission to male authority and instructs her 
children insofar as her husband will permit her instruction or be agreeable to oversee her wishes are carried out. See 
Leigh p. 24 and Joscelin p. 107, for example.  
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concur with Heller’s assessment: because no such genre was readily available for women to 
intervene in, those seeking to write and publish engaged in creating a new genre founded in 
female agency that endowed women with a newfound outlet for building social authority.   
During the period in which the three mother-authors published, public and political spaces 
outside the home were largely off limits to feminine interventions. And while many critics would 
argue the mother’s legacy merely provided a convenient genre through which women could enter 
and access the worlds of writing and publication, I argue instead that their legacies took a far 
more intentional and culturally subversive approach than many give them credit for.  
The mother-authors examined in this chapter demonstrate their desire to upend traditional 
notions of domesticity and gain some of the cultural authority that was associated with male 
authors during the period. But while male authors regularly using the pregnancy trope during the 
period employed it in the production of fictional texts and recreation, giving birth to their works 
through a metaphorical laboring, the authors of the mothers’ legacies here quite literarily were 
grappling with life and death through physical birth that informed their works of non-fiction, 
giving them an authoritative voice and vehicle through which to write and destabilize notions of 
which voices have authority on which topics. 
Furthermore, these mother-authors were also able to exploit the anxieties surrounding 
print culture. Prior to the advent of the printing press, writing was seen as a masculine 
occupation, held close within circles of homosocial male activity. When the printing press was 
born, much unease surrounded it. Writing, both the act of it and the handwritten letters on the 
page, had historically been seen as an act of masculinity (even the pen, for example, was seen as 
a metaphor for the penis). However, no such masculine associations existed for the printing press 
(Prendergast, “Promiscuous” 175). As the proliferation of printed texts permeated the English 
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landscape, questions of authorial legitimacy gained traction. I argue we could view the printed 
works produced via the printing press as having a hermaphroditic birth since no masculine 
metaphors were readily available to attribute to the printing press. Because the printing press 
could not be gendered as strictly male, even those men who engaged in the act of printing often 
were categorized as effeminate and even prostitutes—largely a woman’s lot.  
The role of women during the period could be looked at as similar to the role and cultural 
situation of the printing press. Women were to serve as “devices by which men [could] make 
copies of themselves” (Thompson and Thompson 70), much like the printing press makes copies 
of textual offspring. I would like to extend Thompson and Thompson’s cultural and biological 
assumptions to the world of printing and production. I argue that as a woman’s biological 
function was make exact copies of their husbands through conception and childbirth, the printing 
press’ role was to make exact copies of the texts slated for publication. And just as anxieties 
existed regarding a woman’s sexual purity and whether a child was really the offspring of the 
known father (something only truly knowable to the mother), similar anxieties existed about the 
printing press: could anyone make an indisputable claim that what is birthed from the printing 
press is an accurate representation of what was put in and not a bastardization? 
By entering the world of print, women exploited some of the existing fears surrounding 
print culture and parenting. The texts written by the mothers in question in this chapter are 
productions of their learning, imagination, and domestic and spiritual duties—not exact copies of 
their husbands and fathers of their children. I argue that their entry into the world of printing 
could be read as a feminine parthenogenesis that exploited the anxieties of printing and parenting 
during the time, culminating in an act where women were able to give birth to material with little 
or no male intervention.  
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The legacies during this period exist in a multitude of spheres for a multitude of purposes. 
They served a domestic function for religious instruction of their children; a social function in 
asserting their maternal authority due to their proliferation in print; a memento mori, as a 
monument by which children could remember their mothers; and a private function, an inward 
examination of the feminine mind and body as women explored their fears and anxieties about, 
and their experiences of, pregnancy. 
 I argue that taken into context with one another, these legacies demonstrate the authority 
that women felt through their biological capabilities of reproduction. This agency then gave 
women enough confidence and compelling subject matter to enter the public sphere of 
publishing. And while male writers enjoyed more prolific opportunities to publish, especially in 
the realm of fiction and poetry and liberally used the trope of the pregnant male giving birth to 
works, female writers had more limited options and relied on their real, lived experiences to 
more readily enter the realm of publishing through non-fiction and memoirs.  
However, while these women can be seen as trailblazers, there is a lingering darkness to 
their works. Many mothers died in childbirth, coloring some of the legacies of the time, 
especially those written when the author was pregnant, such as Joscelin’s, with a palpable sense 
of morbidity. Male authority also lurks over their work, denying the plausibility of the female 
author having something important enough to print while simultaneously waiting in the shadows 
to take over the woman’s domestic sphere in childrearing if she dies giving birth. 
While the cloak of male authority, public censure, and death lurk over the texts, the mere 
fact that Leigh’s, Joscelin’s, and Richardson’s legacies were written and published serves as a 
powerful example of maternal agency and the recognition that women could use this agency to 
enter social spheres previously unavailable to them. Their voices persist beyond the grave, 
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leaving their children guides on how to live their lives, quietly usurping paternal and masculine 
power of the father left behind. And two of the three mother-authors examined here write with an 
intentionality that their works would reach beyond the confines of their domestic spaces and into 
the public sphere. For them, their power to give birth extends beyond the private, human realm 
of the domestic space—their power is public–empowering them to give birth to ideas and texts, 
not only children. For Leigh, Joscelin, Richardson, and other mothers authoring legacies during 
the period, birthing and textual creation are not mutually exclusive, but both are realms where 
women hold vast power.   
II 
Dorothy Leigh’s The Mothers Blessing was first published in 1616 and then in 22 
subsequent editions between 1616 and 1674. It is one of the earliest examples of the mother’s 
legacy and informed those that followed (Brown 3), including the two examined later in this 
chapter. During a time when female writers were scarce and few texts authored by women 
existed, yet alone achieved a level of popularity as Leigh’s did, she was able to leverage her role 
as a mother to break into an exclusive club—one almost solely occupied by men. And in entering 
the world of print, she was able to create a new genre of writing that was exclusively feminine 
(though male writers attempted to wade in it) and afforded women who followed her to assert 
both their maternal and authorial authority. As Sylvia Brown asserts, “Certain women, notably 
mothers, so far overcame cultural obstacles to women’s authorship that they themselves became 
originators of influential textual models” (vi). Leigh could be considered such an originator, 
reshaping the cultural contexts available to her in the period and exploiting them to her 
advantage.  
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Leigh’s work begins with two prefatory letters, one addressed to Lady Elizabeth3 and the 
other to her sons George, John, and William. In her letter to Lady Elizabeth, Leigh recounts how 
she has labored over determining how it might be best for her children to receive her book: “for 
they were too young to receiue it, my selfe too old to keepe it, men too wise to direct it to, the 
world too wicked to endure it” (17). Here, in characterizing the world as wicked, Leigh implies 
that she fears that the world-at-large will be unprepared for her text and perhaps have scurrilous 
things to say about it, likely because a woman wrote it with the intentions of making it public. 
Thus, she concludes, entrusting the work to Lady Elizabeth is the soundest decision: “I 
aduentured to make your Grace the protectresse of this my Booke, knowing that if you would but 
suffer your name to bee seene in it, Wisdome would allow it, and all the wicked winde in the 
world could not blow it away” (17). Leigh recognizes the power that Lady Elizabeth holds and 
seeks to leverage that power and influence in gaining influence of her own. The daughter of 
James I and wife to the Elector Palatine, Lady Elizabeth represented one the most powerful 
centers of female influence on the globe, and, by the time Leigh’s work was finished, she was a 
mother herself. Leigh trusts that Lady Elizabeth’s power and influence and the camaraderie of 
motherhood they both share will help lend credence and authority to The Mother’s Blessing.  
 The added authority is needed. Lurking in her letter to Lady Elizabeth is Leigh’s 
awareness of the constructs of male authority, working actively, she fears, to keep her words 
from ever making it to both her children and the world: “men too wise to direct it to, the world 
too wicked to endure it” (17). Rather than by “the vsuall custome of women, exhort you by work 
 
3 Leigh’s text is dedicated to “Lady Elizabeth,” the eldest daughter of King James I of England who married Count 
Frederick, Elector Palatine, not to be confused with Queen Elizabeth or author Elizabeth Joscelin referenced in this 
chapter. Lady Elizabeth will be utilized throughout this chapter to reference her.  
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and admonitions” she chooses to write to her children, “a thing so vnusual among vs” (22). 
While men may admire her fulfilling her motherly and wifely duties of instructing her children, 
the method through which she chooses to do it will certainly catch the scorn of many, especially 
learned men.  
 Male authority lurks in other ways in her prefatory letters. Leigh partly justifies the 
existence of her text in the letter to her sons by noting that she is fulfilling a duty to her late 
husband, to whom she made the promise to bring them up in a godly manner:  
My Children, God hauing taken your Father out of this vale of teares, to his euerlasting 
mercy in CHRIST, my selfe not onely knowing what a care he had in his life time, that 
you should be brought up godlily, but also at his death being charged in his will by the 
loue and duty which I bare him, to see you well instructed and brought vp in knowledge, 
I could not chuse but seeke (according as I was by duty bound) to fulfill his will in all 
things. (17)  
 
And, given Leigh’s children are all male, she is not only advised to deliver this instruction by her 
husband, it is to be for the well-being of her male children. Thus, masculine authority lurks over 
the textual creation of The Mothers Blessing. 
 However, while the male influence over Leigh’s legacy and others of the period is 
undeniable, there is a quiet resistance and reshaping of authority for the author-mother as well. 
While her husband may have asked her to embrace her motherly and wifely duties for instructing 
their children, Leigh makes no mention of having received any direct instruction from her 
husband to publish her thoughts into a handbook for public consumption. Realizing she is near 
death and may not be around much longer to provide her children with instruction4, Leigh 
chooses to deliver it in the more unlikely form of written words from mother to child: “and 
 
4 Leigh’s age at the time she wrote Blessing is debatable, given scholars haven’t been able to pinpoint her birth. As 
Miller points out, references throughout the work seem to indicate she knew she was near death at the time of 
composition. The first edition, printed in 1616, references her passing (8).  
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seeing my selfe going out of the world, and you but coming in, I know not how to performe this 
duty so well, as to leaue you these few lines” (17).  
As Leigh transitions from the prefatory letters of her legacy into the body of the work 
where her instructions are penned, she continues to craft a defense for her work. She cites 
scripture as an additional justification for choosing to write her advice to her sons instead of 
employing the more socially acceptable form of oral instruction. By not writing her instructions 
down to her sons she would “forget the child[ren] of her womb” (23) and not fully instruct them 
in the ways of Christ, thus failing in her motherly and Christly duty. With written words, her 
instructions can live far beyond her earthly body, serving as a long-lasting manual to raise her 
children up in the ways of Christ while visually demonstrating to the world she has fulfilled her 
duties. She scathingly defends her decision, admonishing any man for criticizing her decision to 
publicly share her advice: 
Therefore let no man blame a mother, though she something exceede in writing to her 
children since euery man knowes, that the loue of a mother to her children, is hardly 
contained within the bounds of reason. Neither must you, my sonnes, when you come to 
bee of iudgement, blame me for writing to you, since Nature telleth me, that I cannot long 
bee here to speake vnto you. (23) 
  
Leigh also recurrently uses the language of pregnancy throughout her legacy, conflating 
her reasons for textual production with her act of physical labor.  It is with “motherly affection 
that [she] bare [this book] vnto” (22) her children.  She further describes her text as a tool that 
will help her children “labour for the spirituall food of the soule” which is “a pleasant labour, a 
profitable labour: a labour without the which the soule cannot liue” (22).  In an extended passage 
shortly following her above reasoning for wanting to entrust this text to her children, Leigh 
explicitly uses the image of the pregnant mother and the pain experienced in birth to illustrate the 
weighty duty she has in educating her children in the way of Christ: 
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Is it possible, that shee, which has carried her child within her, so neere her hart, and 
brought it forth into this world with so much bitter paine, so many grones and cries can 
forget it? nay, rather will shee not labour now till Christ be formed in it? will shee not 
bless it everytime it suckes on her brests, when shee feeleth the bloud come from her 
heart to nourish it? [ . . . ] And can any blame a mother (who indeed brought forth her 
childe with much paine) though she labour againe till Christ bee formed in them? (23) 
 
Leigh equates instructing her children well and righteously to a difficult labor and one that is 
necessary--a painful and as necessary a labor as her children’s deliveries. This also implies, 
given that her text is a public manifestation of her delivery of Christ to her children, that she also 
labors enormously over the production of her textual legacy. For Leigh, her legacy has larger 
implications than worldly ones—she births an inherently important work that will deliver her 
children’s souls. In alignment with this argument, Miller notes that women-authored legacies and 
pamphlets during this period “attend more consistently to the process of production itself, 
including conditions of and motivations for labor, and consequently expand the frame of 
evaluation for female production in particular for material goods to spiritual ends” (162-3). Leigh 
justifies her process of production—her laboring--and exemplifies its importance by equating its 
birth and existence as a spiritual necessity.  
Leigh relies on an extended pregnancy metaphor using “labour” and “the best labour” 
while instructing her children how to manifest their love and understanding of Christ. In a short 
amount of textual space spanning her third chapter’s defense of her work, she uses “labour” 13 
times. By using the language of birthing and conception in creating her legacy, Leigh 
demonstrates that the bonds between mother and child cannot be broken once the child is 
expelled from the womb. As she crafts her legacy, she feels the same agonizing pains of labor 
she felt giving birth to them in this new birth, as she struggles to conceive and give birth to a text 
for their spiritual salvation.  
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For Leigh, text-making is legacy making. She fully realizes the space she is entering and 
the power she holds. By giving birth to her children, by nourishing their bodies in her womb, she 
has a responsibility to continue those unshakable bonds outside of the womb and seek to their 
spiritual nourishment as well—only something she sees the mother fit to do. To her, written 
instruction is the best way, as it gives her sons a lasting legacy of her words and a good example 
of instructional writing that her sons can value. She hopes that with her good example, they, too, 
“would remember to write a booke vnto your children, of the right and true way to happinesse, 
which may remaine with them and theirs for euer” (24), further exerting her influence over them, 
extending her legacy by having them pass the tradition on to their children.  
 After realizing that she has, on some level fulfilled her husband’s wish of providing her 
children with the instruction they need, Leigh is torn on how to ensure they receive it: “but when 
I had written these things vnto you, and had (as I thought) something fulfilled youre Fathers 
request, yet I could not see to what purpose it should tend, vnlesse it were sent abroad to you: for 
should it be left with the eldest, it is likely the youngest should have but little part in it” (17). In 
lieu of entrusting it to one of her children and running the risk of the others not seeing it, Leigh 
makes the bold decision to publish her legacy instead of simply writing the text and keeping it 
private for her children’s own eyes: “Wherefore setting aside all feare, I haue aduentured to shew 
my imperfections to the view of the World, not regarding what censure shall for this bee laid 
vpon me, so that herein I may shew my selfe a louing Mother, and a dutiful Wife” (18). Thus, 
Leigh exploits her position as a mother to usurp traditions of both printing and parenting by 
extending her legacy and power into the public sphere.  
Leigh acknowledges the largely unchartered territory she wades into by claiming her 
place in society as an author. Here, she demonstrates her understanding that she is transgressing 
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social norms by writing and publishing as a woman, but Leigh asserts her maternal agency as a 
more powerful force than these social and political norms, declaring them powerful enough to 
override any public censure.  
Later, as she imparts her advice to her children, she shares her view on the importance of 
textual creation and consumption, arguing that those who read and write good and godly books 
are doing God’s work. They serve the purpose of helping those who want to better understand or 
find their way to Christ easier. She scathingly attacks those who shun godly books and their 
authors: “And I will tell you who are they that are angry with writing of books: they are such as 
are ignorant, and the more ignorant they are, the more angry: they are those that loue the world 
so well, that they cannot finde pleasure to reade books” (40). In this apology for good, godly 
books, we can assume that Leigh sees her own legacy as an example and her ire for those 
chastising her for her efforts as ignorant.  
Furthermore, the title page to The Mothers Blessing clearly establishes this legacy is 
meant for public consumption, “containing many good exhortations, and godly admonitions, 
profitable of all Parents to leaue as a Legacy to their Children” (15). The epithet to the first 
chapter follows in the same vein as the title page: “The occasion of writing this Booke, was the 
consideration of the care of Parents for their Children” (21). Both examples clearly state her 
intentions for this text to serve a public function outside of the private sphere of her own 
domestic sphere. Leigh situates her legacy as an instructional guide for other parents—not just 
mothers, but fathers, too—denoted by her intentional use of the word parents. In doing so, she 
also engages in an intentional act of mother-making. Because this is her book and the advice she 
provides in it is hers, and she even goes as far as appropriating scripture to fit into her 
instructional intentions and motives, Leigh is empowered by her motherly role, giving herself 
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authority to determine what is best for her children and herself, in spite of social norms. She is 
confident in her advice and declares it as a possible guide for other parents—she has the potential 
to influence other parents in a powerful act of parent-making.   
Leigh’s legacy building and authority are pervasive in other ways throughout The 
Mothers Blessing. She intervenes in ways that are self-interested and informed by humanism, 
such as hoping that her sons will teach both their female and male children to read scripture in 
their native tongue (26), as well as their servants (33). Throughout, Leigh continually points to 
scriptural foundations for her advice. As Brown notes, many of the scriptural passages that Leigh 
quotes seem to have been cited from memory, both impressive given her intimate knowledge of 
the Bible, but also subtly subversive. By relying on her memory in imparting the advice to her 
children, she destabilizes the notion that the Bible is an absolute text and destabilizes its textual 
authority. By writing her legacy and relying on her impressive knowledge of scripture, she takes 
authorial freedom over the text and transforms scripture, making it her own (Brown 11-12). This 
scriptural appropriation surely was shocking to some contemporaries reading her legacy but 
serves as a reminder of the instability of texts, even those texts believed to be as stable as the 
Bible, notably written by men. I also assert that the publication of her text also allows her to 
engage in the act of sermonizing, not only in a religious sense by sharing her biblical 
interpretations with the public but also in a motherly sense by imparting her motherly advice to 
the public-at-large.  
 Though a seminal work in the genre of the mother’s legacy, especially given its best-
seller status of its time, Leigh’s work has been oft-dismissed by critics. As Catherine Gray in 
Women Writers and Public Debate in the 17th Century notes, 
The Mothers Blessing has been largely ignored or treated as domestic—a woman’s foray 
into the limited field of conduct literature. This desire to circumscribe Leigh’s book as 
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domestic, however, underestimates the political engagement of her work in projects of 
reform and dissent that self-consciously exceed the bounds of the private sphere of the 
household. (38) 
 
I concur with Gray. Any attempts to write Leigh’s work off as solely domestic are short sighted 
and anachronistically apply today’s standards of feminine agency and authorship to a time when 
opportunities were limited. Though by today’s standards we may read The Mothers Blessing as a 
work of domestic literature, it ignores the larger cultural assumptions, impulses, and 
opportunities surrounding female authorship during the period. Leigh, as well as the other 
mother-authors of the time used the domestic sphere as a starting point to appropriate cultural 
norms and use it to enter into the public sphere of authorship and establish an elevated social and 
spiritual function for mothers.  
In adding to Gray’s reading, I would also argue that in creating her legacy and putting 
words to paper, Leigh engages in a powerful act of simultaneous mother-making and text-
making, placing herself as centrally important and her children secondary, even though it is 
presented as a manual for the benefit of her children. While she could have written her text for 
the eyes of her children only or imparted her maternal advice to her children orally, Leigh 
instead situates herself and her desire to be seen publically as a dutiful wife and mother as the 
main impetus in choosing this very public display of discourse. Through creating this work, she 
demonstrates that her role as a mother endows her with certain rights and authority over her 
children, and in Leigh’s case, even over her husband as she asserts authority over the decision-
making process of how she will share her instruction with her children. Moreover, because she 
situates her text as one that is a guide for all parents, she not only engages in a public communal 
bonding with other women by giving them a useful guide to parenting and printing but also 
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makes it clear to men that where birthing and child-rearing are concerned, women hold the 
power.  
Thus, while The Mothers Blessing at first glance seems to rely upon male power and 
agency for the loci of its creation—a husband’s blessing to write it, the audience being Leigh’s 
sons, focused on God and raising godly children—it uses those cultural norms to provide a 
vehicle through which women could usurp norms of public authorship and printing and engage 
in their own powerful brand of legacy making. Leigh fully recognizes the power of her maternal 
agency, and using the impetus of fulfilling her husband’s wishes, works within the cultural 
constructs of the time to usurp the traditional norms of authorship. By using her motherly and 
wifely responsibilities, she harnesses the uniquely feminine spaces of the time of domestic 
instruction to engage in a new form of birthing for women--birthing works of writing—and 
setting the stage for future generations of mother-authors. 
III 
 While Dorothy Leigh’s legacy was written to her three sons post-partum, Elizabeth 
Joscelin’s was written while she was pregnant with her first child. As the prefatory letter to her 
husband suggests and Joscelin’s biography supports, she had longed to bear her husband a child: 
“Myne own deare loue I no sooner conceyued a hope that I should bee made a mother by thee 
but wth it entered the consideration of a mothers duty and shortly after followed the apprehension 
of danger that might preuent me for executinge that care” (106). The Joscelins’ first child came 
nearly six years into their marriage, an uncommonly lengthy amount of time into a marriage for a 
first-born child in this period. This surely added to Joscelin’s apprehension that something was 
or could go wrong at any moment. Dread, urgency, and premonitions of death pervade her two 
short prefatory letters to her husband and child. Joscelin was so sure, in fact, that she would die 
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in childbirth that she had a winding sheet delivered to her in secret (Brown 99). And 
unfortunately, her premonitions were correct. Joscelin died in October 1622, nine days after 
giving birth to her daughter.  
 Because Joscelin’s legacy was written while she was carrying her child, a greater sense of 
urgency and morbidity pervades her legacy than the two others examined in this chapter. Brown 
argues that Joscelin’s legacy is thus tinged with an immediacy that also gains an added authority 
because of her close proximity to death as she pens her work (Brown 92).  
Two prefatory letters comprise the first few pages of her legacy, one to her husband and 
another to her unborn child. The writing is intimate and imploring, urgent even, entreating that 
her words would be shared with her child and taken to heart. The first letter is penned to her 
husband, entrusting the work to him and addressing the need for it. Here, Joscelin’s fear is 
palpably two-fold. Joscelin both prepares for and resigns herself to a painful death and 
simultaneously mourns the loss her child will experience in longing for her mother: “in truthe 
death appearing in this shape was doubly terrible vnto mee first in the respect of the paynfullnes 
of that kinde of death and next to the losse my little one should haue in wanting mee” (106).  
Childbirth was a terrifying and painful event for women, and the anxieties surrounding it 
were captured in many female-authored texts during the period. A number of male writers also 
tackle the painful business of birthing and maternal death (Pollock 292), demonstrating that 
maternal mortality was not an exclusively female anxiety. Painful or not, women were expected 
to handle the birthing process with fortitude and strength: husbands’ accounts of watching their 
wives giving birth and commending them for their strength and their ability to hide the pain are 
notable during the period (Pollock 293-94).  
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 Because women’s attitudes towards birth were governed by the knowledge that any 
problem during the birthing process would likely lead to death, carrying a child become a two-
fold process: she not only had to prepare for the child’s arrival but also prepare herself spiritually 
for her own potential death (Brown 91). For Joscelin, the preparation includes fulfilling her 
highest duty as a mother—instructing her child in the ways in which to lead a godly life. Her 
letter to her husband outlines her intentions, entrusting the manual to him: “Myne own deare loue 
I no sooner conceyued a hope that I should bee made a mother by thee but wth it entered the 
consideration of a mothers duty shortly after followed the apprehension of danger that might 
preuent me for executing that care, I so exceedingly desired” (106).  
 In understanding that her child may long for her, she ultimately decides to give her this 
legacy to satisfy her motherly duty of godly instruction and as a token of remembrance. Though 
she second guesses her decision to write the book in a modest confession—her writing is novice 
at best and she is entering the largely uncharted territory of women creating texts--Joscelin 
ultimately puts her thoughts to paper: “when I could finde no other means to express my 
motherly zeale I encoraged my selfe wth theas reasons first that I wrote to a childe and though I 
weare but a woman yet to a childes iudgement: what I vnderstood might serue for a foundation to 
better learning” (106). She understands her duty as a mother and believes that both her duty as a 
mother and the salvation of her child are at stake. 
We also see in the opening lines of her legacy, that though she is frightened at the 
prospect of a painful death and hopes that God will spare her, she soon realizes this is unlikely 
and relinquishes herself to the eventual outcome. She entrusts her fate to God, because “all 
things worke together for the best to those that loue god” (106). By entrusting herself to him, she 
will be able to endure the pain that is to come.  
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Even if death is in God’s plans for her, we see some desire for Joscelin to exert her power 
by leaving a legacy for her child and intervening in her care from beyond the grave. The mere 
fact her legacy exists lends some credence to this. She views her role as far more than “only to 
bring [her child] forthe” (106). If God’s plan is for her to die in childbirth, she intends to modify 
God’s plan by playing an active role in raising her daughter through this legacy, a surrogate 
mother of sorts, and a means through which to tend to her daughter’s spiritual growth and 
understanding.  
Some of this subtle subversion continues throughout the legacy through her use of 
scripture. Joscelin centers much of her unfinished legacy around the Ten Commandments, 
offering extended advice for her child on how to live God’s will. Much like Leigh, Joscelin 
points to scripture regularly, taking considerable liberty with her scriptural references, often 
compressing them or utilizing language that is not quite perfect. Critics such as Brown suggest 
that this imperfect use of scripture demonstrates Joscelin’s vast scriptural knowledge, as these 
passages likely were written from memory. However, it is also important to note that many of 
Joscelin’s scriptural quotations include citations, demonstrating that either Joscelin also recalled 
the book and verse of the passage or she referred back to her Bible for citation (Brown 98).  
Similar to Brown’s discussion of Leigh’s subtle appropriation of biblical passions, the 
same thing can be said about Joscelin’s reliance on her memory to quote scripture. By quoting 
scripture from memory and penning it into her work, imperfectly at that, Joscelin enjoys a new 
level of authority over a male-authored text.  Joscelin, like Leigh, destabilizes the authority of the 
Bible—a male authored text--and calls into question absolute truth in words written by man and 
questions meaning-making when it comes to God and scripture. Both women received the 
scripture, passed down to them either by oral tradition or their own reading. By reciting the 
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scripture likely from memory into their text, they acknowledge either their mastery over this 
male-centered text and/or acknowledge the malleability of the written word, even God’s word. 
And if, in fact, Joscelin did hearken back to scripture to cite them in her text and intentionally did 
not correct incorrect quotations, this action is even more subversive. By not perfectly citing these 
passages and exerting their own learning and knowledge over the Bible and by taking intentional 
or unintentional liberty with scriptural quotations, Joscelin and Leigh imply that the mother-
author has special power over protecting her legacy as well as the legacy of her child through its 
spiritual upbringing.   
I would also add that with both texts making an appearance into the public sphere, the 
women also engage in a type of public sermonizing—an act that was largely inaccessible to them 
during the period. They are able to sermonize not only about the role of mothers and the special 
privilege that role gave them but also about their personal understandings and interpretations of 
the Bible, perhaps challenging the readings of church leaders  
As her biography suggestions, Joscelin was a learned woman, raised in a well-to-do 
family with a well-rounded education (Brown 99). Throughout her legacy, she asserts her 
influence in guiding and shaping her child. She gently advocates for educating her child if it is a 
daughter, as well (but not too much education), “I desire her bringinge vp may bee learninge the 
Bible as my sisters do. Good huswifery, writing, and good work,” but ultimately leaves the 
decision in her husband’s hands (107). And though she modestly paints herself as a novice 
writer, which likely was not the case, she still asserts her authority as the best person to instruct 
her child—even over her husband. She clearly expresses this sentiment to him: “thus resolued I 
write this ensuinge to our little one to whome I could not finde a fitter hand to conuey it then 
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thine owne: wch mayst wth authority see the performance of this my little legacy of wch my child 
is the executor and dear loue as thou must be the ouerseer for god sake” (106-7). 
As Jennifer Heller points out, writers of the legacy occupy a liminal space and freely use 
this space to lend authority to their works. These legacies are couched as their last words, and 
thus hold power both for the mothers and for their descendants: “the logic of final words makes 
concrete the writer’s beliefs and wishes, giving her a feeling of control over her children’s fates 
and perhaps, too, over her own death. Last words also command her descendants to obey her, 
charging them with the particular weight of obligation that a deathbed command carries” (4). 
Joscelin clearly yet gently informs her husband of the undeniable authority she holds in her 
child’s education and upbringing. Her text serves as a powerful tool through which she expects 
she will be able to care for her child beyond the grave. Moreover, while she expects that her 
dying words will lend some authority with her soon-to-be-born daughter, she also seeks to take 
the place of the father-widower as educator by leaving behind a powerful written reminder to her 
husband that her authority matters.  
 At times, especially in the opening letters, Joscelin’s words provide an intimate portrait 
into a mother’s bond with her unborn child. The relationship between mother and child takes 
center stage, nearly removing the father’s role, designating him as a supervisor, assisting the 
child who serves as the executor (Joscelin 106-7). In her words to her unborn child, Joscelin 
shares how she prayed mightily for her. She prays diligently that not only will she bring an heir 
into the world but also that her child will be an heir to the kingdom of God (109).  She 
additionally asks her child not to see the act of a mother writing to her child as a strange one, but 
rather as one similar to the way in which families build up stores of riches and land for their 
child’s inheritance. Joscelin sees the inheritance she leaves behind for her child as far more 
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valuable than riches and land because it is her child’s salvation, and her reputation as a mother, 
at stake—two very profitable prospects: “if god take Me from thee bee obedient to theas 
instructions as thou oughtest to be vnto me I haue learnt them out of gods word I beseech him 
that they may bee profitable to thee” (111).  
 Unlike Leigh, who clearly states her intentions for her work to be disseminated publicly, 
Joscelin does not include clear language indicating her desire for it to be published. The 
posthumous publication of The Mothers Legacie was authorized by Thomas Goad, an 
acquaintance of Joscelin’s and a likely friend. With his “Approbation,” which appeared as an 
introduction to the first edition of her 1624 legacy, it seems as if Goad had intimate knowledge 
of Joscelin’s death, often recounting it from a first-hand experience, and he also attests to her 
learning and her piety. Following Joscelin’s death, Goad oversaw the publication of her work, as 
Brown notes, perhaps with some personal and friendly interest in preserving her legacy (101). 
Goad had ties to the church and rose quickly through its ranks, culminating in a role as a 
domestic chaplain to George Abbot, the Archbishop of Canterbury (101).  
 Because Joscelin did not seem concerned with publishing her text for wider consumption, 
it lacks some of the more forceful elements that Leigh’s and Richardson’s do in establishing her 
authority as an author. While she employs some of the same strategies of apologizing for her 
writing abilities and taking an unusual route in expressing her legacy, no introductory materials 
exist to further justify its dissemination to a larger audience. Instead, Goad intervenes where 
Joscelin either intentionally did not or simply had run out of time and establishes authority 
himself in his “Approbation.” Here, he attests to her learning and his reasons for overseeing its 
publication: 
Wherefore vpon the very first view, I willingly not onely subscribed my Approbat for the 
registering this Will, among the most publique Monuments, (the rather worthy, because 
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proceeding from the weaker sex) but also, as bound to do right vnto knowne vertue, 
vndertooke the care of the publication thereof, my selfe hauing heretofore bin no stranger 
to the Testators. (42) 
 
 Throughout the entirety of the short “Approbation,” Goad lauds Joscelin’s learning, piety, 
and good nature. He also observes, however, that she had a preoccupation with death early on in 
her pregnancy, at age 27: “especially in her latter time, when as the course of her life was a 
perpetuall meditation of death, amounting almost to a propheticall sense of her dissolution, euen 
then when she had not finished the 27. yeere of her age, nor was oppressed by any disease, or 
danger, other than the common lot of child-birth, within some months approaching” (44). Goad 
notes that shortly after learning she was pregnant, Joscelin asked him to bring her a winding 
sheet and then began writing her legacy.  
Goad ends his “Approbation” by relaying the details of Joscelin’s death. On October 12, 
1622, she gave birth to her daughter and asked for her winding sheet to be brought to her. After 
nine days of a grave illness, Joscelin succumbed to her illness. In her stead, however, Goad notes 
that she left behind this work as a surrogate mother of sorts for her daughter and her good name 
and legacy: “leauing behinde her vnto the world a sweet perfume of good name, and to her onely 
childe (besides a competent inheritance) this Manuell, being a deputed Mother for instruction, 
and for solace a twinne-like sister, issuing from the same Parent, and seeing the light about the 
same time” (44-45). With help from a trusted friend who happened to be both male and a notable 
figure in the church, Joscelin’s legacy gains an added air of authority for the occasion of its 
publication. Whether Joscelin wanted it to be published or not, Goad saw her legacy fit for public 
consumption, lending authority to her role as mother, author, and model for godly living. There 
is also no mention of whether her husband, to whom she entrusted the work, approved of its 
publication. Though permeated with more male authority guiding its public dissemination than 
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the other two works in question, Joscelin’s authority as a mother is no less powerful, as she has 
enough agency and respect from an influential male figure to put his reputation on the line and 
publish her text to preserve her legacy.  
 With Joscelin’s legacy, though she situates spiritual matters at the forefront and entrusts 
the work to her husband, there is a subtle preoccupation with quietly asserting her own authority. 
She is the best person to give advice to her child. She takes liberty with scripture to impart her 
advice to her child. She actively chooses to write her words to memorialize them for her child. 
While oftentimes subtle, and more so than Leigh’s text, she intervenes in the world of authorship 
by shifting some of her legacy’s focus to herself as the mother-author.  
IV 
 Elizabeth Richardson’s A Ladies Legacie To Her Daughters, first published in 1645, is 
the latest published of the mothers’ legacies examined here. But as Sylvia Brown notes, in 
reviewing the unpublished manuscripts of the text, early versions can be traced back to 1606, a 
decade before Leigh’s legacy was published (150). These unpublished manuscripts demonstrate 
that Richardson was an early practitioner of the genre and also that she carefully and 
intentionally revised her manuscripts. She wrote a fairly prolific amount of content, with a 
number of manuscripts in existence, each with original content not seen in other uncirculated and 
circulated editions (150).  
 Similar to Leigh and Joscelin, Richardson writes to her children. Unlike the other two 
women who write to their young children and unborn child, respectively, Richardson writes to 
her adult children. And Richardson’s text seems to have a less utilitarian purpose than the others: 
her legacy is written less as a handbook and instead as a devotional text to be used daily in 
prayer. She makes these intentions clear and instructs her children to follow her wishes in the 
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prefatory letter to her daughters: “Therefore let me as a Mother intreat and prevail with you to 
esteem so well of it, as often to puruse, ponder, practices, and make use of this Booke according 
to my intention” (162). 
 Though Richardson writes her prayer book to her daughters, it is clear she has intentions 
to make her work public, much like Leigh. In gift and presentation copies she circulated, 
Richardson opted to strike out the word Ladies in her title and opted instead for Mothers: A 
Mothers Legacie to Her Daughters. Brown argues that in disseminating these presentation copies 
to family and friends and by specifically striking out Ladies and opting for Mothers instead, 
Richardson intended to capitalize on the authoritative role women held as mothers and indicated 
that there could be a wider readership than just her family (144).  
 Similar to Leigh, once Richardson decides her legacy will enter the public sphere, she 
must justify its existence in that space. Though she refers to her writing as “poore” in a number 
of passages, she humbly notes that though she intended for her book to remain a privately 
circulated text amongst her daughters, she eventually decides to share it publicly at the behest of 
others:  
I had no purpose at all when I write these books, for the use of my selfe, and my children, 
to make them publicke; but have beene lately over perswaded by some that much desired 
to have them. Therefore I have adventured to beare all censures, and desire their patience 
and pardon, whose exquisite judgements may find many blameworthy faults. (162) 
 
 Similar to Leigh’s and Joscelin’s works, Richardson’s legacy begins with the declaration 
that her text is to be used for both religious instruction and motherly guidance. Through writing a 
daily prayer book, Richardson can actualize her motherly duty of caring for her children’s souls, 
even as adults, and her prayer book provides them an active blueprint for salvation through daily 
prayers.  
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 In her dedication to her daughters, she announces her text as a gift to them, a valuable 
wealth of material, hoping they “will carefully receive it, as coming from my love and affection 
towards you, and that you will please for my sake, the more to imploy it to your good; to which I 
will (while I live) daily adde my prayers and blessing for your present and future happinesse” 
(162). In creating this will and testament, she conflates it with her motherly duty, announcing, 
“Therefore let me as a Mother intreat and prevail you to esteem so well of it, as often to pursue, 
ponder, practice, and make use of this Booke according to my intention” (162). And, like the 
other mother-authors in question, she is the best person qualified to write and provide such 
instruction: “I know you may have many better instructers then my self, yet can you have no true 
mother but me, who not only with great paine brought you into the world, but now still travel in 
care for the new birth of your soules; to bring you to eternall life, which is my chiefest desire, 
and the hight of my hopes” (164).  
In conceiving of her legacy in the above passage, Richardson employs the language of 
pregnancy and labor. The language of labor exists in a number of places throughout her legacy, 
especially when describing authoring: “And here I send you a motherly remembrance, and 
commend this my labour into your loving acceptance, that in remembering your poor mother, 
you may be also put in minde to performe your humble duty and service to our heavenly Father” 
(163). Richardson not only physically births her daughters through great pains, but she continues 
to bear the pains of labor post-partum. She nurtures the bonds established in the womb outside of 
its confines by going through great pains and social admonishment in birthing a work that will 
eventually birth her daughters’ souls into eternal life. For Richardson, birthing, textual 
production, and deliverance of souls to heaven are anything but mutually exclusive.   
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 In adhering to social norms of the time, Richardson also does not extend her advice to her 
sons. Richardson dedicates her legacy to her four daughters—four of whom are her biological 
daughters and two daughters-in-law. She justifies to her daughters in her letters to them her sons’ 
exclusion, which seems to indicate that they would not appreciate her efforts in guiding them the 
same way her daughters will: 
And howsoever this my endeavour may be contemptible to many, (because a womans) 
which makes me not to joyne my sons with you, lest being men, they minconstrue my 
well-meaning; yet I presume that you my daughters will not refuse your Mothers teaching 
(which I wish may be your ornament, and a crown of glory to you). (164) 
  
Here, Richardson actively writes her sons out of her legacy, simultaneously removing any male 
agency in the text while still abiding by social norms and humbling herself since her male 
children would not have been under her tutelage for many years. She thus assumes that they 
might take offense at her attempts to guide them. But in doing this, she also re-centers the 
otherwise male-occupied practice of writing and publishing as one barren of male authority and 
presence.  
I would also argue that the choice to publish her work presents an interesting space in 
which to explore gendered expectations for readership of her text. Though Richardson writes her 
sons out of the text and removes male agency in its creation, the decision to publish it exposes it 
to a wider cultural focus and readership. As my discussion of readership rates in the early 
modern period in the introduction to this dissertation shows, mothers’ legacies such as 
Richardson’s were not likely read by women exclusively. Therefore, in writing her sons out of 
her text, she on the surface humbly assumes her role as educating her daughters while realizing 
at the same time that her sons and other men may still read her text and glean valuable 
information from it.  
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 Richardson also actively asserts her authorial authority by situating herself, and women, 
at the center of this genre’s creation. She is authoritative not only because she writes this as a 
manual to her children, fulfilling her motherly duty to them, but also because to her “the matter 
is but devotions or prayers, which surely concerns and belongs to women, as well as to the best 
learned men” (162). For those who criticize her decision to print her legacy, Richardson 
forcefully denies their criticisms, claiming the space of prayer, devotion, and religion as an 
actively feminine space. Her language seems all-encompassing of all women, with no qualifiers: 
prayer and devotion are a woman’s space. In regard to men, however, she qualifies prayer and 
devotion, reserving them as activities only for those men who are the best and learned. With her 
subtle use of qualifying language, Richardson situates her text as authoritative, necessary, and 
wholly feminine, opening up the possibility for other women to enter the space of textual 
production as well.  
 Following her dedications and letters, Richardson’s legacy is divided into three distinct 
sections, each presenting a number of prayers “memorializing three stages of Richardson’s own 
life and devotional practice” (Brown 142). Book I encompasses prayers written in a 1625 
manuscript that she gave to her oldest daughter, Besse, following the family’s time at Chelsie 
after Richardson’s first husband’s death. Many of the prayers are centered around scripture and 
employ a meditative tone. Book II’s prayers were written around 1635 after her second 
husband’s death and focus less on scripture and more on the act of prayer itself. In this chapter, 
Richardson assigns prayers to each day of the week and other special days throughout the year. 
Finally, the prayers in Book III take a resoundingly darker turn, with prayers addressing 
widowhood, old age, and sickness, and were written toward the end of Richardson’s life.  
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 By employing a structure that mirrors the ebbs and flows of her life and utilizes personal 
experiences, Richardson engages in a brand of legacy building and religious instruction that is 
highly personal and necessarily feminine. She re-centers the meaning of what it means to be a 
mother and embraces the cultural power that role gives her. Her position as a mother allows her 
to make parenting decisions--even if they may be as unpopular as excluding her sons from her 
legacy--and to engage in devotional practice and interpretation how she sees fit since her society 
has largely accepted the domestic and devotional spheres as circles in which women could 
intervene.  
 In crafting a prayer book for her daughters, Richardson relies on a personalized and 
active approach their salvation and her own legacy building. Similar to Leigh and Joscelin, she 
takes liberty with scripture to create a unique legacy that destabilizes male-centered texts and the 
masculine occupation of textual production. Using her own personal experiences and her desire 
to offer her daughters spiritual guidance, she conflates the personal with the sacred in penning 
her prayers. Her words have power because they are informed by God and bolstered by the 
power He, and Richardson’s society, has instilled in mothers as being an earthly link between 
children and salvation.  
V 
 The mothers’ legacies I have examined in this chapter are significant for their 
contributions in creating a new genre of literature that is centered on the unique biological, 
spiritual, domestic, and social capabilities of women in an autobiographical way. The authors 
here intervened in an otherwise male-dominated space of textual production and used their 
authority as mothers to claim their space as authors. Leigh, Joscelin, and Richardson leverage 
their domestic responsibilities as mothers and socially accepted standards of intervening in 
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religious matters pertaining to the family as means to justify literary production. Often, their 
works utilize pregnancy tropes as well to highlight the immediate connection they believed 
existed between human gestation, birthing, parenting, and textual conception. The use of 
pregnancy metaphors was not exclusive to these female writers. Male writers of this period and 
for centuries prior had utilized pregnancy as a metaphor for textual production. Male writers 
throughout history not only use the trope but also imagine themselves in their works as actually 
pregnant, toiling and giving birth to works, enduring a painful and metaphorical pregnancy. The 
pregnant man is a commonly used trope rooted in art and literature tracing back to as early as the 
eleventh century and is examined in Roberto Zapperi’s The Pregnant Man. In the coming 
chapters, I will examine male-authored texts and specifically how they employ the image of the 
pregnant male in appropriating and destabilizing feminine authority.  
 But for the mother-authors examined here, metaphors for birth and their biological 
capabilities to give birth instill them with significant wisdom and authority that their male 
counterparts will never be able to posses. This is especially true when it comes to parenting and 
offering sound religious instruction to their children. Because their stations as mothers grant 
them special authority in the realm of the domestic space, Leigh, Joscelin, and Richardson 
capitalize on their authority and their unique biological capabilities to situate textual production 
as a feminine capability. Each of the mothers forms a special bond with their children in the 
womb and seeks to extend that bond beyond the confines of the body and out into the worldly 
spaces beyond it by engaging in a different sort of conception and birthing process—birthing 
texts. Just as they nurtured their children in the womb, they toil over, nurture, and labor over 
their texts.  
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By using the birthing metaphors and claiming their texts as realizations of their motherly 
duties, each of the mother-authors claims written production as a feminine space to which males 
cannot deny them access. The use of such birthing metaphors and the occasion of writing being 
tied to childbearing, childrearing, and mothering elevates their works to serious bodies of 
literature. Though women were not typically lauded for much during the period, their roles as 
mothers and arbitrators of spiritual instruction over their children gave them some authority over 
domestic spaces, and it is that same role as mother that society-at-large tried to use to relegate 
them to only domestic spaces that allowed women such as Leigh, Joscelin, and Richardson to 
transcend the cultural confines placed upon them and enter new spheres of authority and 
discourse.  
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CHAPTER 2 
“O fate, O fault, O curse, child of my bliss”: Paternal Agency and Textual Progeny in the 
Works of Sir Philip Sidney 
I 
The previous chapter explored how female writers during the early modern period 
aligned motherhood with authorship. Through use of the mother’s legacy genre and pregnancy 
metaphors in the production of their works, they authoritatively and successfully leveraged their 
roles as mothers to make space for themselves in otherwise male-dominated arenas of writing 
and publishing. Through using the vehicle of the written word, they were able to firmly establish 
their authoritative roles as mothers, creators of domestic policy, spiritual harbingers, and 
arbitrators of material goods---namely texts—with little intervention of men. Because they were 
new to the space of writing and publishing, these mother-authors further situated their texts as 
serious works of literature by creating a new genre of non-fiction texts. During the period, non-
fiction was seen typically as a more serious and masculine form of writing compared to poetry 
and fiction, with the female writers discussed in this dissertation intervening in intentional ways, 
transgressing publishing norms and expectations. And in their writing, birth to them is not only a 
biologically literal activity but a metaphorical one as well as they labored to create their works, 
giving birth to a subversive, yet, in some ways given the topics about which they wrote, 
culturally acceptable genre of literature.  
In contrast, male writers of fiction, romance, and poetry who utilized the pregnancy trope 
mainly latched on to it for its implications in reimagining existing genres or recreating 
themselves as authors versus creating something entirely new, unlike the female authors 
examined earlier in this dissertation. Thus, for male writers like Sir Philip Sidney, pregnancy is 
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less potent, and not simply because he cannot biologically give birth, which necessarily takes 
some authority and validity out of his uses of the metaphor. For the male writer, his goal is to 
create something that is a copy of himself, which as Thompson and Thompson argue, was the 
goal of procreation during the period. And in the biological procreation process, women were 
simply the vessels by which men could create copies of themselves (70). However, when it 
comes to textual production, women, through an act of parthenogenesis, used their own lived 
experiences of birthing and parenting to generate new genres and texts that were in their 
likenesses as mothers—not in the likenesses of their husbands and fathers of their children and 
not an act of recreation, but creation itself with the advent of their emergence in new genres. And 
the very fact that the pregnancy metaphor exists is a result of women’s lived experiences and 
biological capabilities, not those of men. Thus, without women there is no pregnancy metaphor 
for men to use.  
A number of critics, including Maus, argue that men utilize the pregnancy metaphor to 
appropriate women’s power. I would like to add to Maus’ argument in this chapter, 
demonstrating how male authors, specifically Sidney, intentionally engage failed childbirth 
metaphors to demonstrate how printing and parenting are not equal activities—something the 
female authors examined earlier in this dissertation would disagree with. On the surface, 
Sidney’s An Apology for Poetry and Astrophil and Stella may seem to impart some level of 
deference for the role of females in the birthing process due to the author’s frequent use of 
birthing metaphors. I posit, however, that since he is unable to fully identify with the mother’s 
role, showing unease and skepticism of labor and childbirth through his appropriation of the 
images and re-centering birth—at least artistic birth—Sidney negates writing and creativity as 
female-centered endeavors and disempowers the special relationship the mother-authors of the 
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time saw between writing and mothering. For Sidney, literary conception has entirely paternal 
origins.   
II 
Before exploring Sidney’s use of the birthing metaphor, it is important to establish some 
historical and cultural references to the use of such metaphors during the early modern period. 
The topos of the pregnant male is not unique to Sidney. Roberto Zapperi, in The Pregnant Man, 
traces the origins of the pregnant male back to eleventh century religious iconography. Zapperi 
examines religious iconography, folktales, and fables recounting cases of supposed physical 
male pregnancies and the implications of them. Through examining the male pregnant body and 
its occurrences in literary and cultural history, Zapperi helps the reader understand why the male 
pregnant body is and has been fascinating to centuries of readers and writers.5  This fascination 
and the influence of the tradition can be traced in Sidney’s use of the metaphorically pregnant 
man.   
Zapperi first observes the male pregnant body in his examination of the birth of Eve.  In 
the late eleventh century, a hieroglyph depicting what Zapperi describes as “a half-woman, since 
all that one could see of her was the upper half emerging from the body of one of the men 
[represented in the hieroglyph]” (3) became a common sight in cathedrals stretching the 
European continent (see fig. 4).  Based on scrolls contemporary with the images, as well as 
taking into account these images’ contextualization with others biblical in nature, the artistic 
representations of this half-woman birthed from one of the males depicted with her have been 
 
5 For purposes of this project, I am mainly concerned with Zapperi’s opening discussion of the development of 
religious iconography and the effects it had on religious, and thus, cultural thought in the eleventh century and 
beyond, including up until the nineteenth century.  
 
 
68 
deciphered by scholars to represent the birth of Eve from Adam’s side and not her creation from 
Adam’s rib (3). 
 
Fig. 4. Mosaic of the creation of Eve, from 12th century, Palatine Chapel, Palermo. 
https://www.christianiconography.info/sicily/creationEvePalatineChapel.html. Accessed 3 Jun 
2020.  
 
This distinction between creation and birth is an important one. This emerging late- 
eleventh century iconography displaced earlier iconographic displays that remained true to the 
text of Genesis, illustrating God’s extraction of Adam’s rib and Eve’s subsequent creation from 
that rib. More importantly, this new iconography also displaced the previously dominant view 
that Eve was created. As the images suggest, “the creation of Eve is transmuted into an actual 
birth” (Zapperi 8). In his birthing of Eve, Adam is able to asexually6 procreate via God’s divine 
 
6 Perhaps suggesting Adam’s categorization by some as a hermaphrodite.  
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intervention. Thus, Zapperi suggests the act of procreation as a uniquely female act, is 
transformed into man’s creative abilities: as man is inspired by divine intervention, he is able to 
overcome the physical limitations of his body to bear objects of his creativity (5).7  
Zapperi later discusses how the shift in iconography from Eve’s creation out of Adam’s 
rib to her birth from his side was a necessary one fueled by the Gregorian Reformation and its 
desire to gain complete control over laypeople, especially in terms of matrimony. Thus, Adam 
giving birth to Eve is inherently read as a lesson in female subjugation to males, especially in 
marriage, “as the conviction that giving birth, generation, implies domination by the generator 
over the generated” (8-9). What then, is made of the fact that males do not, as a fact of biology, 
give birth outside of religious iconography and various folktales? Does this imply females have a 
power that men simply cannot possess because of their biological limitations? A number of 
critics, including Zapperi and Katherine Eisaman Maus agree that the male manipulation of 
pregnancy via use of pregnancy metaphors demonstrates a masculine fear of the biological 
power females possess that males do not.  
 Maus more directly examines the frequency with which male writers in the period 
employ the pregnancy metaphor. Today’s readers may find it problematic that male authors use 
this trope to represent their creative faculties while denying women that same power of creativity 
(even though women are the ones who actually can give birth). Maus agrees but notes that the 
distinction was not a problematic one during the English Renaissance: “Nobody in the English 
Renaissance argues that the analogy between poetic creation and childbirth means that women 
make better artists than men” (Inwardness 183). This assumption that females are creatively 
 
7 Zapperi extends his discussion of Eve’s birth by dissecting the incestuous implications of Adam giving birth to 
Eve, who now becomes his daughter and wife, but that discussion, while intriguing, is beyond the scope of this 
dissertation. 
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barren is certainly grounded in Galen’s assessment of a woman’s physiological makeup and how 
it affects her intellectual and creative capacities—notions which were still heavily influential in 
early modern England: women, as result of their lack of internal heat—the heat of perfection—
are simply inferior versions of males (Laqueur 4).   
The imperfections displayed by women were not only physical, most notable in their 
interior and inverted versions of male genitalia, but also psychological, as the uterus and mind 
were often conflated as similar entities that could affect each other, most noticeable perhaps, in 
the wandering womb’s ability to produce hysteria.8  Since the woman’s uterus lacked perfection 
in its inherent coldness, moistness, and leakiness and was prone to wander around the body in an 
act of inconstancy, the woman’s mind was constructed as being similarly imperfect given its 
conflation with the uterus. Because this Galenic view was still accepted in some forms during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, further leading to women being less educated and 
discouraged to write, it is no surprise that women of the English Renaissance produced a 
disproportionately small number of texts in comparison to their male contemporaries.9 
 Based on these Galenic assumptions, perhaps one of the most problematic issues in 
examining the pregnancy metaphor is why males chose to use a uniquely feminine trait when the 
female sex is defined as possessing duller intellect, lesser creativity, and greater biological 
inferiority than males. After all, their uterine fertility, which is their uniquely feminine attribute, 
is also what makes them inferior because of the imperfect qualities of the uterus (Maus, 
Inwardness 184).  Maus supposes the easiest explanation for the male appropriation of 
 
8 See Laqueur’s Making Sex for broader historical discussions of various theories on the relationship between the 
mind and the womb, including the theories of Aristotle, Galen, and William Harvey. These various theories will be 
drawn upon throughout this dissertation.  
9 Maus notes, however, that there was a “positive explosion of female talent into the literary marketplace after the 
Restoration” (Inwardness 183).  
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pregnancy is because they envy the feminine capacity to give birth. But in supposing these 
authors do have “womb envy,” the reader must justify that the male writer demonstrates a sense 
of inadequacy in his abilities or capacities. However, many of the male writers using the trope 
lack an evident feeling of inadequacy in their writing. Rather, by allowing themselves to 
experience the feminine capacity of pregnancy, writers such as Sidney, Jonson, and Milton are 
not “[searching] for a substitute but . . . [claiming] that they are already possessed of the real 
thing” (186).  Thus, as Maus additionally notes, in his throes of pain as he births his sonnet 
sequence, which I examine in more detail later, Sidney does not just imagine he is pregnant, he is 
pregnant, and he does possess the ability to give birth to the product he pens on the page.  
In depicting the pregnant male, then, the male writer must imagine he has a womb.  
Though the womb was thought of as imposing negative effects on the woman it inhabits, it could 
also be thought of as being paradoxically attractive, especially when manipulated for male 
purposes. As Maus argues, while on the one hand its interiority was a negative and biological 
fact of life for women because it was not susceptible to outer scrutiny or because it caused 
unreliability in women, on the other hand, its interiority and inability to be publicly scrutinized 
fit in well with male writers’ agendas in using the womb as a metaphor for the imagination.  
There is a sort of freedom within the womb’s hiddenness that the male writer plays upon, casting 
the womb as “another of those small enclosures in which so many seventeenth-century poets 
discover their poetic identity and freedom” (Maus, Inwardness 192). Hearkening back to 
Sidney’s use of the metaphor noted earlier, it is within his imaginary womb, located within his 
mind, where he is able to secretly explore the depths of his creativity. And while Maus is correct 
that male writers such as Sidney use this metaphor to explore their creativity, I intend to show 
how Sidney ultimately leverages ineffective birthing metaphors to destabilize the special 
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relationship many female writers of the time saw between creativity, printing, and mothering. 
Instead of empowering maternal agency in his works, he ultimately disempowers it, delivering a 
commentary on how authorship, gestation, and birth are not interconnected activities and 
showing disdain for maternal bodies. Instead, creativity that leads to textual products is a solely 
artistic and mental endeavor with wholly paternal origins.   
III 
An examination of Sidney’s use of literary representations of pregnancy and birth will 
show that to Sidney, female-centered births are problematic, complicated, and lack the potency 
that the act of male-centered creative births do. While the mothers of the previously discussed 
legacies and pamphlets can physically give birth to human beings and utilize this power to 
inform and justify their acts of creativity and printing, the act is secondary and less powerful than 
the male’s capability to birth art. Thus, Sidney destabilizes the concept that physical birthing and 
authoring are equitable actions.   
 I would like to use Maus’ argument as a starting point in an examination of Sidney’s 
Apology for Poetry. Maus does not tackle Apology in her work, instead addressing the cultural 
constructs of inwardness, including to some extent, birthing tropes, in early modern theater. 
While Sidney never directly uses images of mothers giving birth in his Apology, he employs 
birthing metaphors and images of motherhood in his argument for the superiority of poetry 
amongst the literary genres. The process he describes in birthing works, however, removes 
female agency completely by minimizing the feminine role in childbirth by crafting the male 
poet as the one giving birth to ideas, and, at times, even giving birth to the feminine figures and 
ideals that were often associated with poetry and nature in the period.  
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In An Apology for Poetry, Sidney suggests that males, and especially male poets, are best 
suited for reproductive endeavors, especially those related to creative acts. To Sidney, wit and 
knowledge, traits of any great courtier (male, of course) are prized. In the opening lines of 
Apology, Sidney crafts horseman John Pietro Pugliano’s “Italian wit” as fertile (56), fashioning 
intellectual capacity as having powerful capabilities: 
Then would he add certain praises by telling what a peerless beast the horse was, the only 
serviceable courtier without flattery, the beast of most beauty, faithfulness, courage, and 
such more, that if I had not been a piece of a logician before I came to him, I think he 
would have persuaded me to have wished myself a horse. 
 But this much at least, with his no few words he drove into me, that self-love is 
better than any gilding to make that seem gorgeous wherein ourselves be parties. 
Wherein, if Pugliano’s strong affection and weak arguments will not satisfy you, I will 
give you a nearer example of myself, who, I know not by what mischance in these my not 
old years and idlest times, having slipped into the title of a poet, am provoked to say 
something unto you in the defense of that my unelected vocation. . . . (56-57) 
Here, he also crafts poetry as rising out of a hermaphroditic-like act, one of “self-love” that 
produces something that seems beautiful and perfect to the eye of the creator. Female agency and 
the vessel of the female womb are not needed to produce offspring—the male is able to take 
matters into his own hands to self-generate creative works through intellect, entirely bypassing 
the role that women play in gestation and childbirth, hinting that creativity and the traditional 
biological notions of gestation are unequal acts and not dependent upon one another.  
Sidney also models poetry as a mother of sorts to nations, “the first light-giver to 
ignorance and first nurse, whose whole milk little and little enabled them to feed afterwards of 
tougher knowledge” (57). As he builds his defense against those who see poetry as a frivolous 
and useless act, he utilizes the language of pregnancy and lactation to defend the significance of 
poetry and the role it plays in nation building. In extending Sidney’s “self-love” rhetoric used a 
few lines prior to this metaphor, Sidney thus crafts himself as the father to poetry. He single-
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handedly births the feminine figure of poetry in an act of parthenogenesis, and his offspring, the 
mother-nurse, supplies the nation with what it needs to grow. For Sidney, knowledge is 
associated directly with the mother’s milk, the poet’s words. Sidney thus sees his role, and the 
poet’s, as a harbinger of knowledge for a nation.  
In Sidney’s use of the lactation metaphor above to paint poetry as a learning and growing 
nation’s “first nurse,” I concur with Mary Ellen Lamb’s reading that the image of the nurse in 
this instance is one that is meant to imply connotations of infancy. Similar to babies, before a 
nation can grow, learn, and become stronger and more knowledgeable, it must be nourished. 
Poetry here serves as that early nourishment for a nation, a characteristically maternal bodily 
product, something that Sidney argues can be delighted in and paves the way for higher learning 
(513). In his use of this lactation metaphor, many readers of Sidney’s time also likely read the 
nourishment of poetry coming from a wet-nurse, displacing the maternal figure. As many upper-
class women did not nurse their own infants, Sidney’s contemporary readers may envision poetry 
as being a hired hand of sorts helping to nourish the child versus it being a biological mother. 
Thus, with these prevailing cultural images of maternity and nursing in mind, Sidney strips some 
agency away from maternal bodies by crafting poetry as a wet nurse versus an actual mother.  
And since this child was borne of his own mental gestations, the female offspring, poetry, 
receives a high level of deference. I argue we can read his offspring as feminine in the early 
paragraphs of Apology, given the feminine qualities Sidney initially assigns to it, such as 
possessing wet-nurse like qualities. And in this appropriation of birthing and mothering 
metaphors, Sidney makes it clear that nation building is something that poets do, not necessarily 
other writers. Additionally, it is interesting to note that during a period when typically only male 
authors produced works, especially creative works of poetry and prose, Sidney fashions himself 
 
 
75 
as the male poet giving birth to poetry, who he argues is the mother of nations. He is capable 
through his birth of the feminine and maternal poetry, who happens to be his offspring, to affect 
the entire history of nations--no small feat.  
Sidney’s use of the trope of parthenogenesis and male authorial paternity is likely 
informed by the prevalent thought of the time that the works male authors birthed are more 
perfect than any biological children could be. This was a common conceit espoused by writers 
and scholars contemporary to Sidney. Michel de Montaigne, in his “Of the Resemblance of 
Children to Fathers,” for instance, claims that since creative works reflect the male’s and 
author’s mind without any sort of physical or mental intervention by another human partner--a 
female partner, more specifically--the result is a purer and more perfect offspring than a 
biological child (Fleck 538-39). This male-centered act of creativity and publishing devoid of 
any external factors stands in contrast to the construct embraced by the mother-authors examined 
in this dissertation. For them, their pregnancies and their roles as mothers give them the power to 
write. Their creativity is directly influenced by the children growing inside of them and the 
special societal and familial powers that being a mother affords them, and they leverage these 
external factors and roles to engage in creative activity and birthing their works. Maternity, and 
specifically the power they hold in gestation and birth, is equal to creative production for many 
female writers of the period.  
The mother-authors of the texts examined in this dissertation employ a viewpoint similar 
to Sidney’s in envisioning their works as guides influencing a population of readers outside of 
their own homes, instructing them on parenting best-practices. But their efforts are far more 
defined in scope. While the mothers’ diaries and pamphlets seek to educate and instruct on 
religion and parenting practices, the goals of the poet and the effects of poetry here are far loftier, 
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far better (in Sidney’s eyes), and more abstract. As a male poet, Sidney crafts himself as the one 
best suited to engage in human production through his production of poetry, as his version of 
reproduction instills knowledge into nations, removing feminine agency in the birthing process. 
Sidney also extends his appropriation of the birthing trope when he uses the familiar 
categorization of nature as a feminine entity. However, his previous gendering of art as a 
feminine pursuit, which was common for the period, becomes problematic a few pages into 
Apology when his tone shifts and he begins to refer to art in masculine terms: “There is no art 
delivered to mankind that hath not the works of nature for his principle object” (64). In this 
explanation of the creative process that produces poetry, Sidney uses the masculine he to refer to 
art and the artist. In order to deliver art to the world, the poet must use the feminine nature as an 
object.  
The gender shifting of art from a feminine to a masculine pursuit exemplifies the cultural 
anxieties of the period surrounding poetry as well as grapples with Laqueur’s one-sex model. As 
Lamb explores in her essay, poetry was anxiously deemed as an effeminate activity by 
Renaissance humanists, and prior to Sidney’s Apology, was also written about utilizing feminine 
pronouns (499-500). Sidney’s Apology refers to art early on as feminine pursuit, but the tone 
quickly changes, now gendering poetry as a masculine endeavor. Sidney’s crafting of poetry as a 
gender-shifting art form could be considered an expression of apprehensions surrounding 
Laqueur’s one-sex model. As Lamb and other critics point out, the one-sex model created new 
anxieties regarding gender, and specifically, masculinity. Could there be such thing as a 
masculine self (499-500)? Sidney allows these gender-shifting anxieties to play out through the 
art form of poetry, given its characterization by many during the period as an effeminate pursuit.  
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Lamb notes the importance of gender shifting throughout Apology and compares it to a 
struggle where both genders are vying for prominence throughout the work:  
Like rabbits and ducks, warriors and infants perform a mental trompe d’oeil as they vie 
for the prominent position in the Apology which will render the loser invisible. Any 
victory is only temporary. They repeatedly exchange places because in the binary 
oppositions which construct them, the existence of each depends upon the 
absence/presence of the other. The effeminacy of the infantilized readers of poetry is 
necessary to define the highly phallic masculinity of the warrior: hard (not softened by 
poetry), strengthened by continual effort (not weakened by idle pleasure), oriented 
toward war (not towards sexual desire). (501) 
  
Ultimately, as Lamb notes and I agree with, the masculine characterization of poetry 
takes primacy in Apology, pushing forth poetry as a masculine pursuit, even though there is some 
longing for its effeminate past and connection to maternity. In a couple of instances of this 
gendering, Sidney elevates Cyrus and Aeneas as poet-heroes and revels in how Virgil’s Aeneid 
demonstrates poetry’s power to instruct on discipline and other patriarchal values (65).  
However, where I take contention with Lamb’s reading is her characterization that 
Sidney takes an entirely anti-feminist view of poetry throughout the work. I would argue that 
Sidney’s use of gender swapping when it comes to gendering poetry demonstrates his anxieties 
about the cultural shifts toward crafting it as a more masculine art form, which was out of 
alignment with the predecessors he lauds in his work. While the masculine version of poetry 
ultimately takes primacy, it never fully escapes feminine influence, as it relies on nature to give it 
material to work with.  
This new, masculine gendering of poetry is also evident in other places in Apology.  
Sidney argues the poet is able to exert full power over the feminized body of nature, making 
things better than nature does, as poets deliver a gold world while nature delivers bronze (64-5). 
Here, things that exist in nature, things that are delivered in the natural course of things—
children through female-centered birth, for example—are secondary to the creative deliveries of 
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poets. Power is stripped away from the natural process of birthing that is unique to females and 
instead is given to male writers who can conceive of products far more valuable. In extending the 
maternal/paternal relationship in the world of the poet, Sidney also fashions the male poet as a 
paternal figure who can single-handedly conceive of works: “Only the poet, disdaining to be tied 
to any such subjugation, lifted up with the vigor of his own invention, doth grow in effect 
another nature in making things either better than nature bringeth forth, or quite anew, forms 
such as never were in nature, as the heroes demigods, Cyclops, Chimeras, Furies, and such like” 
(62). In his vision of of creation, feminine nature serves as an initial inspiration, but the male 
poet is able to revise and refresh it into a better and more fantastical version.  
For some modern readers, and perhaps some contemporary to Sidney as well, it may 
seem strange for the male writer to craft himself in a way that is highly feminized to demonstrate 
his power—pregnant and able to give birth. However, as noted in the previous historical context 
of the trope of the pregnant male, the use of the image was common in the period. Prendergast 
claims that crafting oneself as effeminate was in alignment with the Renaissance notion of the 
one-sex model where the female’s sexuality was merely a diminished version of the male’s. This 
one-sex model created an ambivalence about gender boundaries and gave male writers flexibility 
in exploring their authorial selves while perhaps giving them an excuse to hide behind to avoid 
overly critical evaluations of their work. The poet’s adoption of a feminine persona or qualities 
could mean that critics could be more forgiving given the perceived limited intellectual and 
social capacities of women (2-3). 
While I agree with Prendergast that the use of birthing topoi may have in fact empowered 
male authors to have more freedom to experiment with their art, they also appropriated that 
freedom in a way to show their discomfort with the use of the childbirth metaphor as one that 
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could inform creative activity. Instead, Sidney strips the gestation and pregnancy metaphors of 
their maternal agency and emphatically declares that literary production is not equal to biological 
production—it is superior to it. Sidney the poet is able to give birth to works through exerting 
power over Mother Nature and self-generating his progeny—poems in this case—that are far 
better than anything than Mother Nature could produce on her own. Thus, Sidney sees the male 
writer that creates new life through his creativity as having a better chance of fruitfully 
populating the earth and creating new and more meaningful life than women have. Sidney 
imagines that the poet’s offspring can enact dramatic change upon the human race, helping to 
bring them up in the knowledge necessary to build mankind into powerful kingdoms and 
dynasties in an act of creative parthenogenesis devoid of meaningful, active intervention by 
women.  
IV 
Similar to his use of the trope of the pregnant male and many images of labor, birthing, 
and mothers in Apology, Sidney relies on the many of these same devices in Astrophil and Stella. 
Throughout the work, Sidney continually hearkens back to the painful mental gestations that his 
hero-lover experiences, blaming Stella for such pain and anguish. But similar to pregnancy in 
Apology, the pregnancy in Astrophil and Stella is male-centered with the male protagonist able to 
autonomously generate life inside of his womb (the mind in this case) with a thought. The 
impenetrable interiority of the male mind is seen throughout Astrophil and Stella as the ideal, 
secure space for creativity and ideas. But when these ideas become too overwhelming and 
Astrophil becomes too pained by his love for Stella, he must make the decision to give birth to 
his poem and risk public ridicule both by Stella and by the public, who will now see his words. 
In the world of male-centered birth, biological necessity and norms are negated and the poet-
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father is able to make the decision when and where the birthing of his ideas will occur, further 
asserting authority over the birthing process and placing the primacy of mental and creative 
production over the actual act of birth that women engage in.  
In the first sonnet sequence in the poem, Sidney paints a vivid portrait of his lovelorn 
poet-narrator, Astrophil, who, in attempt to channel his creativity to woo Stella, fashions himself 
as pregnant, lamenting he is “thus great with child to speak, and helpless in [his] throes” (12).  
The trope of the pregnant male is of course not unique to Sidney or writers of the early modern 
period, and he utilizes the birthing metaphor and the image of the pregnant male throughout his 
seminal sonnet sequence. As his agitation grows, pregnant with thought, Astrophil paints his 
pregnancy as one that is unwelcome, painful, and requiring much self-reflection: “Biting my 
truant pen, beating myself for spite, / “Fool,” said my Muse to me, “look in thy heart and write” 
(13-14). Astrophil’s laborious and maddening mental pregnancy will continue for another 49 
sonnets, until Astrophil finally shares the cathartic image of him giving birth to his art and love 
for Stella in AS 50.  
In the sonnets that follow the opening sonnet, Astrophil laments the process of mental 
gestation as he allows visions of Stella and his love for her to infect his being. Astrophil is torn 
over the visions of Stella he holds within him and grapples with their growing presence in his 
mind and sensibility. He begins to realize that if he wants to heal himself and find find as a 
writer, he must “Stella behold and then ‘gin to endite” (15.14). He continues to labor over the 
decision and the effect she has on him, noting how his visions of her have turned his lustful eye 
he previously turned towards other women into true love with Stella: “In her sight I a lesson new 
have spelled, / I now have learned love right, and learned even so / As who by being poisoned 
doth poison know” (16.12-14). Here, Astrophil equates his love and vision to being poisoned, 
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further demonstrating the visions of Stella invading his pregnant mind-womb are troublesome for 
him.  
As his pregnancy wears on, Astrophil grows increasingly more agitated, pained with 
indicators that it is time to give birth to his thoughts by putting them on paper and confessing his 
love to Stella. In sonnet 36, the tension escalates in a scene that plays out like a rape of any 
remaining sensibilities Astrophil has, also suggesting that he has become pregnant by Stella, 
giving her the power in their relationship: 
Stella, whence doth this new assault arise, 
A conquered, yelden, ransacked heart to win?  
Whereto long since, through my long-battered eyes, 
Whole armies of thy beauties entered in. (1-5) 
 
He envisions her ravishing him with her beauty and causing further distress upon his already 
fragile state of mind. The effect of this new assault is notable: “My mouth doth water, and my 
breast doth swell, / My tongue doth itch, my thoughts in labor be” (37.1-2). His mental gestations 
of Stella are beginning to take a toll on his body with a host of negative repercussions, and he 
grows increasingly more willing to give birth to his thoughts in a physical act of writing and 
birthing the text of his poems.  
Eventually, in AS 50, Sidney paints the picture of a man who can no longer physically 
contain his thoughts about Stella, and he explodes in an act of poetic parthenogenesis: 
 Stella, the fullness of my thoughts of thee 
 Cannot be stayed within my panting breast, 
But they do swell and struggle forth of me 
‘Til that in words thy figure be expressed. 
And yet as soon as they so formed be 
According to my lord Love’s one behest, 
With sad eyes I their weak proportion see 
To portrait that which in this world is best.  
So that I cannot choose but write my mind,  
And cannot choose but put out what I write,  
While those poor babes their death in birth do find. 
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And now my pen these lines had dashed quite 
But that they stopped his fury from the same 
Because their forefront bare sweet Stella’s name. 
 
Astrophil’s metaphorically swollen pregnant body bursts, thus giving birth to this poem and the 
others in the sequence. He extends this metaphor of his creativity as a procreative act by lovingly 
labeling them “babes.” However, Sidney also suggests there is cruelty inherent in the birthing 
process: a paradoxical idea that in birth, a death of some sort is surely immanent. For the female 
authors discussed in Chapter 1 of this dissertation, that danger is all too real. While Sidney 
himself does not face such danger, he chooses to place Astrophil in the position as the male in 
danger of dying through giving birth. In Sidney’s birthing metaphor used here, a few important 
questions arise: Who or what impregnates the poet-lover?  Is it Stella, given her role as the poet’s 
beloved?  And furthermore, does Astrophil really think he is pregnant? 
Maus suggests that Astrophil’s pregnancy is self-generated. Nothing goes in, but 
something comes out (Inwardness 194). I agree with this argument and would add that even the 
above passage where he imagines himself being raped by Stella still supports this assertion. The 
rape occurs in his mind and is entirely self-generated. Astrophil constructs a gross 
misrepresentation of the imagined love affair, positioning Stella as the aggressor, thus 
demonizing the woman’s role in his self-generated mental pregnancy. He labors mightily in the 
womb of his mind, but the outward manifestations and products of it are completely of his own 
doing. He self-generates an idea about Stella in his mind, which he then fashions as the male 
womb. Eventually, he becomes sick with love, and his pregnancy ends in the production of the 
sonnet sequence. I would also add to Maus’ argument that Sidney seems to imply that there is 
something inherently dangerous about this labor that leads to despair and unease, and he places 
the blame on Stella.   
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 Though his love for Stella is generated in his mind, he crafts her as a villain of sorts as 
she murders his ideas by forcing him to blurt them out on paper and risking public criticism 
because they are quickly “dashed” out. The death of ideas through the physical act of writing 
them down occurs in the sequence when there is a feminine intervention in the process. This is 
evident in a number of places throughout the sequence, including AS 42. As Astrophil catalogs 
Stella’s beauty, claiming her eyes “do the spheres of beauty move” (1), they never shine on him, 
“oppressing mortal sense, my death proceed, / Wracks triumphs be, which Love (high set) doth 
breed” (13-14). However, when there is an absence of feminine intervention, ideas are allowed to 
live, such as the words of ancient poets, which Sidney references in AS 74. For the ancients, 
many did not require feminine intervention to produce poetic works. Instead, they relied on 
divine or supernatural interventions such as the “Aganippe well,” (1) or the “shade of Tempe” 
(2) to produce works that have lasted centuries. Somewhat exasperated, he claims he has done 
none of these, so he has to rely on Stella’s inspiration to write poetry (14).  
Throughout the sonnet sequence, Astrophil increasingly grows more and more wary that 
he can only write poetry if he allows Stella to have a say in it. The poems do three things: betray 
his desire for autonomy, reveal his dependence on Stella’s inspiring powers, and reflect his 
inability to write poems on his own (Prendergast 76). Thus, he must take swift and severe action 
to override any of the power he allows Stella to hold over him. He must birth his art before Stella 
can obtain control.  
However, Astrophil’s thoughts face imminent ruin when they are shared publicly, 
transitioning through a metaphorical birthing canal from his mind through his pen and onto paper 
and into reality. The traditionally male-centered space of the mind takes primacy here as a sacred 
vessel where the male poet can self-conceive of ideas. But when these ideas are affected and 
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threatened by feminine impulses, an almost unnatural, uncomfortable, and intellectually messy 
birth occurs, demonstrating that there is no room for feminine intervention in the creative process 
and negating the value of the laboring mother as a valid metaphor for the process of creative 
production. 
Sidney seems to also latch on here to Aristotelian ideas of generation by creating a male-
centered birthing experience by which the male shapes intangible female matter (in this case a 
thought of and his love for Stella) into tangible and knowable matter—the poem. The ideas that 
were once contained within Astrophil’s mind can no longer be contained thanks to Stella and his 
overwhelming love for her, and they die a painful death as the poet scratches them across paper, 
making his thoughts a reality.  
Furthermore, the images of the pregnant man that Zapperi dissects that I examine earlier 
in this chapter offer some further insight into one of the questions I posed above in regard to 
Astrophil’s plight: Can we realistically view Stella as an active agent in the poem, impregnating 
Astrophil’s body and mind? Astrophil’s labor pains and subsequent bearing forth of his poem 
can be read strikingly similar to Zapperi’s analysis of the image of Eve springing forth from 
Adam’s side: the male, spurred by divine intervention,10 is able to bear a child. In Astrophil’s 
case, this divine intervention is situated in his idealized vision of his beloved Stella, thus 
conflating the sacred and profane. Similarly, as the iconography Zapperi examines depicts, the 
offspring in Sidney’s poem is something partly feminine and imperfect, but wholly his, thus 
giving him control over it. He removes agency from and shows a discomfort with female-
centered births by utilizing the trope but crafting the paternal figure as most important and 
necessary in both the conception and birthing processes. The sonnet sequence he expels from his 
 
10 Maus argues Astrophil’s ability to generate comes within himself and is made possible when he is able to look 
within himself, thus negating external factors to help relieve him of his woes (Inwardness 194).  
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pregnant mind-womb encapsulates the image of Stella, and because he generates that image, 
placing her in the position of the generated, he can exert full authorial control over her.  
I agree with Maus that Stella seems throughout the sequence, and especially in AS 50, to 
act as a midwife who merely aids in the delivery of the poem versus acting as a true catalyst that 
impregnates Astrophil with the ideas behind the poem (Inwardness 185). What Sidney’s poem 
demonstrates on the surface and what many other texts of the period suggest, is what is apparent 
in the iconography of Eve’s creation: “While woman procreates children, it is man who in fact 
creates works and produces objects” (Zapperi 5).  
Stella’s presence and the question of her agency in the birthing of the sonnet sequence 
exist beyond the lines examined above. Astrophil also blames her for his insatiable desire to 
write, sometimes in vain, about his love sickness for her: 
As good to write as for to lie and groan.  
O Stella dear, how much thy pow’r hath wrought,  
That has my mind, none of the basest, brought  
My still-kept course, while others sleep, to moan. (40.1-4) 
 
 While it initially may seem that Stella holds immense power in these above lines and 
others throughout the poem, her power is portrayed typically through negative words and 
connotations. Her presence in Astrophil’s mind triggers him to give birth to inadequate words, 
causes illness, and acts as an agitator in his life. The “spark” that impregnates Astrophil’s mind 
does not cause a welcome pregnancy. In the above lines, Astrophil imagines Stella as possessing 
the power to derail his poetic aspirations due to his love sickness for her. She comes to him in his 
sleep, spurred on by “Morpheus, the lively son of deadly sleep” (32.1), who is also referred to as 
“[a] prophet oft” (3), indicating a sense of false prophecy. The pregnancy is tumultuous, 
ineffective, and grotesque. While he allows his thoughts of Stella to impregnate his mind, 
ultimately resulting in the production of the poem, there seems to be a level of discomfort about 
 
 
86 
the way the poem is generated, and the blame for the inadequacies of the poem produced are 
placed squarely on Stella’s shoulders. This birth is far removed from the cerebral, male-centered 
birth Sidney celebrates in Apology. The grotesque way in which Sidney creates the pregnant 
body here could be seen as making the case that men, and men alone, are best suited to handle 
the work of human and artistic creation.   
In his creativity finally “swell[ing] and struggl[ing] forth of [him]” (50.3), Sidney’s 
metaphorical womb eventually births the product of his mental gestations. In female-centered 
births, Maus points out how the permeability of the female body, demonstrated partially by its 
ability to give birth, opens it up to much scrutiny. Maus argues that not only can the female body 
be penetrated but it also transfers fluids in and out of it, and in labor, children out of it. 
Astrophil’s body is penetrable, and he recognizes it. And once he closes it off to external 
intervention, he is ultimately able to produce the poem (Maus, Inwardness 193-94). But I would 
also add to Maus’ argument that male bodies are not entirely impermeable, but men seem to have 
more mechanisms to be able to turn off or save themselves from permeability than women have. 
Women cannot give birth to children without something entering their bodies first. Men, on the 
other hand, can give birth to ideas without any external intervention—an argument for the 
superiority of the types of birth they produce. Astrophil alone impregnates his mind with the 
thought of Stella and eventually must give birth to his ideas before he succumbs to them. 
Sidney’s use of the birthing metaphor creates unease around the actual birthing process that 
females hold power over and instead elevates male-centered mental births as primary. For 
Sidney, the birthing metaphor is appropriated in such a way that his lover-poet’s birthing of the 
sonnet sequence is “a sensational transfer from inside to outside” (Maus, Inwardness 193-94)— 
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a one-man show where the female is merely a bystander or midwife in the process who is blamed 
for anything that could go wrong as the text makes its way out into the world for public 
consumption.  
After birthing his thoughts into writing, Astrophil’s agony is still not assuaged. Now, 
with his feelings publically known, the fruits of his labor form a new source of anxiety as he 
fears ridicule by Stella. This theme of unrequited love and ridicule continues from Sonnet 50 on 
throughout the rest of the sequence, sometimes tinged with despair and sometimes hot with 
anger. It seems as if Astrophil questions whether birthing his ideas into reality was a mistake. 
While his thoughts of Stella were safe in his mind, the physical act of giving birth to them 
through written words opens him up: the act of birthing makes him penetrable and susceptible to 
ridicule from both Stella and other bystanders. Feminine intervention in the poetic process is 
grotesque, produces a high level of anxiety and suspicion, and can ultimately be read as an 
unwelcome agent in the creative process. Failed creativity is the fault of women. And, extending 
this argument further, Sidney’s sequence could be read as a warning to women attempting to 
utilize their powers of reproduction and roles as mothers to engage in creative production, 
signifying how the physical act of birthing and the process of mental gestation that leads to the 
production of creative works are incongruent.  
In Sonnet 57, Astrophil worries that Stella may mock him and the pain he endured in the 
process of professing his love for her. He hopes she will greet him sweetly and rejoice in his 
feelings for her. As he continues to wonder how Stella will receive him, he scolds Hope, thinking 
that the hope he has that she will be flattered may be misplaced: “Hope, art thou true, or  
 thou flatter me? / Doth Stella now begin with pious eye / The ruins of her conquest to espy?” 
(67.1-3). He wants Stella to return his love before all hope is lost and is “killed before full born” 
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(9). Astrophil envisions his profession of love for Stella as an infant he has borne, and Stella 
holds the power to help it flourish or extinguish it in an act of infanticide.  
As he grows more desperate, Astrophil’s hope turns to anger in Song 5. He sternly chides 
Stella and his Muse, in disbelief that Stella would choose to deny him after placing at her feet the 
results of the magnificent art he labored painfully over for so long. Words such as “rage” (15), 
“disdain” (28), “revenge” (32), and “defiance” (32) permeate the song. He fashions Stella as a 
tyrant, and he her lord, demanding that she repent for her rejection of him (61-66). Here, near the 
end of the poem, Sidney situates one of the most scathing admonishments of Stella and her 
rejection of him thus far. The fruits of his labor, a gamble to begin with in making them public, 
seem to have resulted in nothing but more heartache and anger for Astrophil. It is in these 
waning sonnets and songs of the sequence where it is most apparent that Sidney questions the 
failures of production and reproduction, and the blame is aimed directly at Stella.  
Astrophil’s birthing of this text is crafted as inherently dangerous in Song 5, turning him 
into a ranting and violent scorned lover. The physical act of giving birth to his ideas and making 
them public for Stella and all to see seem to create more anxiety, stress, and anger than holding 
them inside may have. Though Astrophil is the father who conceived of the idea for his poems 
and also was the one who gave birth to them, the physical act of labor is a failure in this instance, 
demonstrating the ideas that men have that are solely important in the act of creative production.  
And this creative production is a much cleaner, intelligent, and productive form of enterprise 
than biological birth or female interventions in male creative processes, which are both messy, at 
risk for ridicule, and imperfect.    
Throughout Apology and Astrophil and Stella, Sidney is ultimately scornful of the role 
women play in creative endeavors. Astrophil is ultimately weak and ineffective in warding off 
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Stella’s advances, though they are advances he creates in his mind. The birthing of his sonnet 
sequence is riddled with pain, agony, and failure—and Stella is to blame. Though it seems on the 
surface Stella holds an immense amount of power, Sidney ultimately disempowers her and 
squarely places the blame for creative failure on her. But more importantly, Sidney disempowers 
Stella to advocate for a complete dismissal of the birthing metaphor as an effective trope for 
creative enterprise. Because the work of childbirth is woman’s work, Sidney sees it as an 
ineffective metaphor for the act of textual production. For the women who equate their biological 
ability to give birth with the mental capacity it takes to produce poetry or other works of art, 
Sidney removes any doubt that this is an effective argument. As mentioned earlier in this 
chapter, there are also moments in the sequence where male writers are able to produce poetry 
simply as the result of an act they take versus a birthing process, such as when Sidney refers to 
the ancients and their production of poetry being a result of drinking from wells of inspiration. 
Instances such as these, paired with the failed gestation model leveraged in Astrophil and Stella, 
demonstrate that for Sidney, mental gestation and the role it plays in leading up to the production 
of texts is a solely male activity that requires no female intervention for success.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 
Ineffective Mothers and Masculine Wombs: Failures and Appropriations of  
Maternal Space in The Faerie Queen 
I 
 
In his 1596 dedication of The Faerie Queene, revised from the 1590 edition, Edmund 
Spenser not only expands upon his motives for writing the poem with an additional 17 lines and 
elaborates upon his praise of Queen Elizabeth but also creates an emblematic poem in the shape 
of an urn (see fig. 5). In this expansion, Spenser increasingly praises the Queen and situates his 
text as a product of his labor, a progeny that will live on and memorialize “THE ETERNI- / TIE 
OF HER / FAME” (23-25). 
 
Fig. 5. Facsimile of the dedication page of the 1596 edition of The Faerie Queene, from Edmund 
Spenser, The Faerie Queene. UWM Libraries Special Collection, http://liblamp.uwm.edu/ 
omeka/SPC2/exhibits/show/classictext/spenser/faerie1596. 19 Jan. 2020.  
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It is perhaps peculiar that Spenser chooses the urn as an emblem of his monumental text 
dedicated to Queen Elizabeth. The association with death and mourning at first glance is a 
morbid choice for a text purportedly celebrating the Queen’s virtues. As James Nohrnberg in 
“Britomart’s Gone Abroad to Brute-Land” notes, which he attributes to Richard Rand, the 
“dedication page prints the opening tribute to Queen Elizabeth in the shape of what might be 
read as her funeral urn; the poem will survive with the eternity of her fame and the shining 
example of her virginity” (218). In addition to referencing her death, also potentially politically 
dangerous is that Spenser situates himself as the body that has given birth, “THESE / HIS 
LABOVRS” (21-22), to The Faerie Queene: progeny that will forever immortalize him as well 
as the Queen. Given the political and social anxieties over Elizabeth’s inability or lack of desire 
to produce offspring and give England an heir to the throne, it is dangerous that Spenser, a self-
proclaimed servant of the Queen, proclaims his ability to give birth in the same stroke of the pen 
as praising the childless Queen Elizabeth. I argue that perhaps the urn symbolizes the national 
mourning, the barren womb, encased with ashes and the hopes of the nation that the beloved 
Queen to overcome her own fleshly mortality and live forever through her children. Perhaps his 
text, dangerously so in some regards, represents a symbolic progeny, the result of a procreative 
act between Spenser and the Queen, with Spenser producing that offspring the nation so 
desperately wanted and that Queen Elizabeth could not provide.  
From the outset of The Faerie Queene, as evidenced in this dedicatory poem, Spenser has 
a preoccupation with birth and the act of creation. Many of the births that occur in the text are 
monstrous and defective, stemming from wombs that are equally monstrous, defective, or 
entirely passive in the conceptive moment. These depictions of birth and the womb, influenced 
by political, social, and religious structures of the time, are negative spaces, denied any positive 
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regenerative value and demonstrate that the womb is wild and untamable by man. The positive 
and productive images of births described in the text are those that are absent within the lines of 
the text, but prophesied of, or told secondhand through genealogies by the narrator or another 
character in the text. Furthermore, for Spenser, conception and birth are uncomfortable topics, 
and it is only those births that are born out of masculine intellect and creativity, and of the male’s 
metaphorical womb, that are ultimately viable and positive.  
Similar to the way that Sidney employs metaphors of childbirth, crafting them as 
dangerous, messy, and ineffective, Spenser leverages the trope to explore the anxieties 
surrounding printing, parenting, and paternal agency, applying them ultimately to nation building 
and succession. Also similar to Sidney, through the use of failed maternal imagery and 
unproductive female-centered births, Spenser attempts to show how maternity and authorship are 
irreconcilable activities.   
II 
In today’s ecologically-minded world, Mother Earth is something to be respected, yet 
feared, for the infinite riches she produces and the unpredictability of what she can produce. In 
the late sixteenth century, fear of the unknown and what lies beneath the earth’s surface was of 
special interest and postulation. The trope of earth as mother was commonly used during this 
period, as it had been before this time. Though the earth should be feared for what it can 
produce, Spenser creates a Mother Earth in the lines of The Faerie Queene that is ultimately 
passive, yet fecund, an argument made by Walter M. Kendrick in his article “Earth of Flesh, 
Flesh of Earth: Mother Earth in the Faerie Queene.” Kendrick notes that Spenser “prefers to 
relegate Earth to the dead and distant past, which the reign of enlightened Olympus has buried 
forever” (534). By setting his poem in the past, invoking the legend of Arthur and utilizing a 
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number of figures from Greek history and mythology to tell his tale, Spenser attempts to weave a 
narrative of Mother Earth dying centuries ago.  
As Kendrick additionally points out, throughout the poem, Mother Earth is entirely 
passive, good only for the materials that can be taken from her surface or below her surface, 
leaving her open to a metaphorical and extensive rape throughout the poem (537). Kendrick 
ultimately argues that man sees himself as a product of the earth and knows he will return to it, 
so in the time he has on it, he can reach redemption by “[ruling] and [vanquishing] the earth in 
his flesh before the earth reclaims it” (548).  
I agree with Kendrick’s reading that the earth is relegated to a passive role throughout the 
work. Kendrick also argues that “no sin is more abhorrent to Spenser than the unbridled 
indulgence of sexual desire” (544) and the for Spenser, fecundity is only positive when attributed 
to human purpose. Thus, Kendrick sees Spenser as being critical not only of those raping the 
earth but also of the earth itself for the passive way in which it produces things, sometimes 
without any seeming purpose. While I agree with this argument to some extent, as Spenser does 
seem to take a sympathetic tone toward the rape of the earth in some scenes (such as those to do 
with mining), I argue that the extensive rape of the earth throughout the work can be read as a 
glorification of male reproductive metaphors over female metaphors or the biological process of 
birthing, thus celebrating inspiration and creative activity as male-dominated realms.  
While Mother Earth may produce niceties such as flowers, plants, and trees, she is also 
cited as giving birth to a host of monsters including Orgoglio, Maleger, and Argante and 
Ollyphant. As Kendrick also notes “[s]he is also the putative mother of Sans Foy (I.ii.19), 
Gerioneo (V.x.35), Grantorto (V.vii.23), and Disdaine (VI.vii.41), all of who fall upon, and 
sometimes bite, their ‘mother earth’ as they die” (535).  
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In looking at these episodes of monstrous births and circling back to the argument of this 
dissertation, virtually all of theses births are described as passive and negative experiences both 
for Mother Earth and the world at-large. This female-centered birth is ultimately a failure that 
creates monstrous progeny that wreaks havoc on social order. As Kendrick illustrates, only two 
of the aforementioned cases of conception in The Faerie Queene are described in any detail, and 
both are rapes: the births of Orgoglio and the twins Argante and Ollyphant (535).  
In describing Orgoglio’s birth in I.vii.9, Spenser initially praises Mother Earth as “The 
greatest Earth his vncouth mother was” (1) while simultaneously negating her greatness and 
relinquishing her power through her rape at the hands of AEolus. It is through AEolus’ divine 
breath that “[h]er hollow womb did secretly inspyre, / And fild her hidden cause with stormie 
yre” (4-5), leading to the conception of Orgoglio, who is the embodiment of pride created to 
sway Redcrosse from his mission. Orgoglio’s conception additionally mimics an earthquake, of 
special historical and religious significance of the time given the 1580 earthquake in England. In 
his written exchanges regarding the event with Spenser, friend and confidant Gabriel Harvey 
shares his belief in the Aristotelian notion that earthquakes were a result of winds blowing 
through caves, cracks, and crevices (Zeilinga de Boer and Sanders 2-3), wreaking havoc on the 
earth’s surface—a commonly held theory during the period. But this seismological and 
metaphorical textual episode would have also been interpreted by some readers of the day as a 
warning from God to change their lecherous ways, supported by the publications and sermons of 
the late sixteenth century that warned parishioners that earthquakes were a portent from God and 
should not be attributed to natural causes (Zeilinga de Boer and Sanders 70). Whether 
earthquakes such as the one of 1580 were read as natural causes or portents from God, both 
theories situate Mother Earth as a passive body, with another agent, whether it be wind or God, 
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acting upon her to conceive. And the result of this conception, like many of the other births in 
The Faerie Queene, is monstrous, with disastrous results for those affected by the destructive 
forces birthed by Mother Earth.  
The ravaging of Mother Earth continues post-conception. Orgoglio is prideful and 
boastful of his origins, as Spenser crafts Orgoglio as a giant who has an oak tree as his legs 
“which he had torne / Out of his mothers bowelles” (I.vii.10.7-8). With the mighty oak he has 
pulled from his mother, he “dismayde[s]” (I.vii.10.9) his enemies, using the natural, potentially 
positive fruits of her labor for evil. Here, Mother Earth is powerless, both in Orgoglio’s 
conception and in her role as a maternal authority figure, for she is unable to stop him in using 
her resources to do harm. Orgoglio rapes and pillages his mother, taking resources from her in 
his pursuit of destruction, relegating Mother Earth to an ineffective mother. I argue this image of 
failed maternity, which extends throughout the text, demonstrates Spenser’s unease with female 
agency in the conception and birthing process, and specifically with any larger societal power 
that may be given to or taken by women through their ability to give birth. If a mother fails at the 
two things she is supposed to excel at, effectively birthing and mothering her children, how can a 
case be made that she could be effective in other areas of society or in creative pursuits?  
Similar to Orgoglio’s conception, that of Argante and Ollyphant is one of the only births 
directly shared by the narrator. The birth of the twins is a result of Typhoeus’ incestuous rape of 
the earth, his mother. Argante’s conception is described first:  
. . . mad through merth 
And dronke with blood of men, slaine by his might,  
Through incest, her of his owne mother Earth 
Whylome begot, being but halfe twin of that berth. (III.vii.47.6-9)  
 
In III.vii.48, the narrator shares the moment of the twin’s birth:  
 
Whiles in their mothers wombe enclosd they were, 
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Ere they into the lightsome world were brought,  
In fleshly lust were mingled both yfere, 
And in that monstrous wise did to the world appere. (6-9) 
 
The horror at their lusty embrace in the womb and through birth follows them post-partum and 
throughout their lives, with Argante painted as a lustful nymphomaniac who feeds on the flesh of 
men and Ollyphant a similarly sinful character who threatens knighthood because of both his 
physical size and his hinted phallus size.  
 In addition to the twins painted as monstrous in the womb, appearance, and actions, the 
very fact that Spenser creates them as twins holds symbolic value. As Bates notes, the birth of 
multiples has been considered a monstrous or unusual event in Spenser’s time more often than 
not, with conjoined twins being even more monstrous. Multiples were seen as dichotomous and 
treated as one individual, causing social unease and harmful stereotypes (see fig. 6). The birth of 
Argante and Ollyphant would have likely been read as a monstrous birth that was the fault of the 
mother, as scholarship during the period and earlier attributed multiples to the mother having a 
connection to the animal world and imprinting those connections on their children. This blurred 
line between the human and animal world created incredible anxiety and unease, thus resulting in 
multiples being labeled as beastly and demonic (Bates 17-20).  
Other associations connecting twins to monstrous or unnatural occurrences can be traced 
in explanations during the period for how twins were born. According to Nicholas Culpeper’s A 
Directory for Midwives (1651), twins were created through a process of superfetation, which 
occurs when a second conception ensues after a woman is already pregnant. This effectively 
results in an entirely new being and new conception (144). Additionally, he points out, the birth 
of twins has moral implications as well. Culpeper questions why women who are pregnant would 
engage in sexual activity after they have conceived, claiming that beasts do not. Here, Culpeper 
 
 
97 
argues that an excessive amount of female desire results in the birth of twins. Applying these 
cultural and biological views of twins, Spenser leverages maternity against mothers yet again to 
demonstrate their ineffectiveness as writers. Too much desire, in this case, too much desire for 
social power by equating their biological capabilities to produce children with creative 
capabilities, Spenser warns, can lead to something monstrous. Thus, adding to my earlier 
argument, Spenser continues here to build his case of denying wider social and creative power to 
women through utilizing metaphors of failed maternity. Mother Earth’s offspring is rotten, and 
she is easily taken advantage of and raped, completely disempowering her and empowering both 
her rapists and her children.  
 
Fig. 6. Two human figures with abnormalities, from Blasius Fortunio Liceti, Fortunius Licentus 
de monstris, 1678. Wellcome Collection, https://wellcomecollection.org/works/bg7tc9wv. 30 
May 2020.  
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In Book III, dedicated to Chastity and hailing Britomart, a foil of the Queen for her 
continual quest of chastity and upholding it, Argante lies in stark contrast to the central theme of 
the book. However, Argante can also be read as a direct representation of the fears and anxieties 
surrounding Queen Elizabeth: both have negative consequences surrounding their sexual 
promiscuity or lack of sexual engagement. Similar to the Queen, Argante refuses to marry and 
enter into a sexually productive and acceptable relationship; however, Argante instead engages 
in one sexual exploit after another. Likewise, the nation was anxious about Elizabeth’s inability 
or desire not to engage in a relationship and produce an heir, or even name an heir. Thus, both 
negate any positive regenerative power their sex holds. I would like to suggest here that these 
comparisons drawn between Queen Elizabeth and Argante further exemplify Sidney’s use of 
ineffective mothers to strip power away from women. Though Queen Elizabeth holds the 
ultimate societal position of power, Spenser is critical of that power and delivers a precarious 
commentary on the Queen’s failure as a mother figure. She is both metaphorically and actually a 
failure in her maternal duties. She has failed to produce an heir to the nation in her metaphorical 
role as mother to it and she has failed in her biological role as a woman to produce an heir. Thus, 
perhaps revisiting the encapsulation of Queen Elizabeth in the urn-shaped prefatory poem is apt 
here. With no heir, the Queen is relegated simply to relics of the past with no living, breathing 
progeny to carry on her legacy. Spenser relegates her power to a pile of ashes encapsulated in an 
urn and instead exerts his own creative paternal agency over the poem, creating a work that acts 
in a similar fashion to the mothers’ legacies discussed in this dissertation by delivering a work 
that, according to his words, would utilize allegory to help to fashion a gentleman. 
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The rape of Mother Earth extends beyond the monstrous birth scenes. In II.vii, Guyon 
encounters Mammon, who thrice tempts him, once by offering him all the wealth he can 
imagine. He questions Guyon, who rejects his offer, on why people care so much about riches:   
Then Mammon waxing wroth, And why then, sayd,  
Are mortall men so fond and vndiscreet, 
So euill thing to seeke vnto their ayd,  
And hauing not complaine, and hauing it vpbrayd? (14.6-9) 
 
Guyon tells Mammon that it is only recently that man, due to intemperance, has fallen victim to 
being a slave of money and riches. He casts man’s intemperance as the impetus of an incestuous 
rape upon Mother Earth: 
Then gan a cursed hand the quiet wombe 
Of his great Grandmother with steele to wound, 
And the hid treasures in her sacred tombe, 
With Sacrilege to dig. Therein he fownd 
Fountains of gold and siluer to abownd, 
Of which the matter of his huge desire 
And pompous pride efstoones he did compownd; 
Then auarice gan through his veines inspire 
His greedy flames, and kindled life-dououring fire. (17) 
 
In an instance similar to the conceptions of Orgoglio and Argante and Ollyphant, earth is 
a passive body, violated by men mining her for his riches, giving birth to riches such as gold, 
copper, iron, and silver. And this appears to be one instance of male reproduction that Spenser 
does not seem to support. For generations before Spenser, the myth of “the all-nurturing Earth 
Mother, source of all fertility,” was a deep-rooted one (Gèlis 3). For many, fertility of the earth 
included the ability to penetrate her and rip her riches from her bowels, as “[m]en saw nature as 
an extension of himself; between himself and her there was no impenetrable frontier, for the 
passage was easy” (Gèlis 9). Through her cracks and crevices, she is accessible and susceptible 
to man’s will.  
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Though there were many arguments supporting mining during the period, this support is 
not embraced by Spenser. In the aforementioned scene, Guyon sees these byproducts of the rape 
of Earth as spawn filled with negativity and leading man to avarice. Spenser seems to have 
viewed mining as an unnatural violation of Earth and leading to greed, as illustrated by the scene 
above and others of the earth’s bowels hiding monstrous and evil things and beings. This 
argument against mining existed generations before Spenser, and was especially brought to light 
in Georguis Agricola’s De Re Metallica, who, citing Ovid’s Metamorphoses, believes Earth 
conceals things for a reason: 
The earth does not conceal and remove from our eyes those things which are useful and 
necessary to mankind, but on the contrary, like a beneficent and kindly mother she yields 
in large abundance from her bounty and bring into the light of day the herbs, vegetables, 
grains, and fruits, and the trees. The minerals on the other hand she buries far beneath in 
the depth of the ground; therefore, they should not be sought. (qtd. in Kendrick 539-540) 
 
Kendrick, in Earth of Flesh, notes that Spenser agrees with Agricola’s view of mining as 
unnatural and that “hidden things should not be unveiled, that nature did intend man to dig the 
earth,” and that “the boring out of Mother Earth has more sinister implications for Spenser than 
even the greed which motivates it” (541), evidenced by the many malignant creatures in the 
Faerie Queene that live within the earth’s holes and caves. I consider Spenser’s opposition to 
mining as an expression of the larger cultural unease of his time surrounding female interiority.  
Exposing the interiority of female bodies is dangerous and has larger cultural, societal, and 
biological implications. Matter goes in and out of female bodies more readily than the male 
body, and what happens to that matter once it goes in creates anxiety. I maintain that Spenser 
uses this mining imagery as a metaphor for the female body and elicits unease surrounding it to 
share a warning with women who believe something within them is useful and necessary, thus 
preventing them from making these things known in creative and scholarly pursuits. Matter deep 
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within the female body and mind, such as intellect and creativity, should not be stirred up and 
awakened. Once they are brought to light, a malignant power is unleashed. Spenser’s view of 
mining is one of the few instances where he perceives male productive power as something that 
is not positive, for the acts of production related to mining can open up mankind to too many 
negative implications  
 Yet again, through a passive conception, Earth produces something that is negative, even 
when it is ripped from her via male instigated actions. There is a difference between the 
monstrous births of Books I and II and the riches the earth produces via mining: while Orgoglio, 
Argante, and Ollyphant are born inherently evil and monstrous, it is man who endows the fruits 
of the earth’s womb via mining with the qualities that make them evil, serving as a powerful 
warning to men and dissuading them from any curiosity surrounding feminine interiority and 
agency. In a recurring theme, the earth-mother is powerless in assigning any meaning to the 
conception of or the birth of her offspring or their actions. She is solely a passive bystander. She 
is a failed mother with no powers to determine what is monstrous and what is not and has no 
power to influence her children’s monstrous actions post birth. Her power in gestation, birthing, 
and child rearing is nullified, in a powerful statement that speaks to the incompatibility of 
women and reproductive acts. Unlike the mothers who equate their biological powers of 
gestation and childbirth with textual production and leverage those powers to enter the public 
sphere, Spenser strips mothers of this power, relegating them to passive vessels that cannot be 
trusted to produce anything of value to society.  
III 
While the rape of Mother Earth produces monstrous results, other female characters, via 
rape or other means, are also capable of producing horrifying or unproductive offspring. In one 
 
 
102 
of the first instances of monstrous births in The Faerie Queene, Redcrosse encounters Errour in 
her den, giving birth to her monstrous children:  
. . . wherein there breed 
Ten thousand kindes of creatures partly male 
And partly femall of his fruitful seed; 
Such vgly monstrous shapes elswher may no man reed. (I.i.21.6-9) 
 
Errour’s conception and gestation of her spawn is rapid and seemingly asexual. Spenser 
compares her conception and birthing process to the Nile River swelling over his banks and 
spilling upon the earth, depositing muddy slime and resulting in immediate birth when he washes 
over Mother Earth, who provides the female biological material for her conception. She is able to 
do alone, seemingly, what the Nile needs feminine intervention of some sort to accomplish.  
When Redcrosse descends into her bower and observes Errour for the first time, she is 
described as an  
. . . ugly monster plaine, 
Halfe like a serpent horribly displaide,  
But th’other halfe did womans shape retaine, 
Most loathsome, filthie, foule, and full of vile disdaine. (I.i.14.6-9)  
 
Her many children, “[a] thousand yong ones [. . .] [o]f sundrie shapes, yet all ill fauored” 
(I.i.15.5-7), hang from her breasts. As a battle ensues between the two foes, she later empties her 
womb of hellish spawn upon Redcrosse, “pour[ing] forth out of her hellish sinke  / Her fruitfull 
cursed spawne of serpents small, / Deformed monsters, fowle, and black as inke” (I.i.22.5-7). 
And finally, in her defeat, her children swarm around her  
Weening their wonted entrance to haue fond 
 At her wide mouth: but being there withstood 
 They flocked all about her bleeding wound, 
 And sucked vp their dying mothers bloud,  
 Making her death their life, and eke her hurt their good. (I.i.25.5-9) 
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Redcrosse is horrified by the sight of the monstrous children feeding off their dead mother’s 
blood, until they finally, through their greed and lechery, become full and burst, “bowels gushing 
forth,” (I.i.26.6) a “well worthy end / Of such as drunk her life” (I.i.26.6-7).  
 The conception of Errour’s “thousand yong ones” (I.i.15.5) appears to be asexual, and 
she brings them forth in an act of grotesque parthenogenesis. No suggestion of repeated sexual 
exploits and conquests are mentioned in reference to Errour, as if her spawn is conceived in 
absence of any male intervention. Errour recoils at male interaction altogether, further suggesting 
her distrust and disgust of men and highlighting the probable asexuality of her brood’s 
conception. This is supported by her immediately combative actions when Redcrosse enters her 
lair and upon seeing him “rushe[s] forth, hurling her hideous taile / About her cursed head” 
(I.i.16.2-3). Instead of trying to woo him sexually, Errour engages Redcrosse in battle.  
I posit that Spenser’s anxieties regarding Errour’s female-centered act of parthenogenesis 
are informed by prevalent theories of reproduction during this period. An act of feminine asexual 
reproduction would be considered wholly ineffective and monstrous. Based on Aristotelian 
theory, the sperma that would endow Errour’s children with reason, intellect, and humanity is 
absent in this scene, thus creating offspring that is inhuman. By validating the horrors that a 
productive process devoid of male intervention could spawn, Spenser disavows maternal agency 
through yet another metaphor depicting failed maternity.  
 By crafting Errour and her offspring as asexually generated, Spenser also sheds light on 
social anxieties of the time of the mother’s body and how unwieldy unchecked female power and 
sexuality are. Though Errour is not depicted as engaging in sexual activity in the text, her ability 
to create monstrous spawn sans sexual relationship with a male counterpart again demonstrates 
the theme of negative capability of the mother and womb to engage in any positive regenerative 
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action. She defies Aristotelian logic and order by being monstrous herself and giving birth to 
monstrous offspring by impressing her uncontrolled imagination upon them. Errour’s maternal 
aspirations and success are thwarted, in part because it seems as her monstrous children exist 
simply for their own malicious end. This argument intersects with that posited by Stephen 
Greenblatt’s seminal Renaissance Self-Fashioning, when he argues that the quest, as a whole, in 
The Faerie Queene is that pleasure must serve a useful purpose, and Errour’s, I argue, seems not 
to hold a useful purpose:  
[S]exuality found in the power of love [must] inspire virtuous action and ultimately [end 
with] the sanctification of marriage, in the generation of offspring. Generation restores 
the sense of linear progression to an experience that threatens to turn in upon itself, 
reveling in its own exquisite beauty. A pleasure that serves as its own end, that claims to 
be self-justifying rather than instrumental, purposeless rather than generative, is 
immoderate and must be destroyed, lest it undermine the power that Spenser worships. 
(176-177) 
 
Similar to Argante, perhaps Errour herself can also be read as a criticism of Queen Elizabeth, 
where anxiety regarding the lack of a positive relationship with a man ending in procreation 
wreaks havoc upon society and societal norms, and, in Elizabeth’s case, upon a nation. An 
additional reading, examined in more detail below, might also suggest that Spenser is also 
expressing his criticism of the Queen’s tolerance of Catholics, something that was surely 
infuriating to Spenser’s devout Protestant sensibilities. Spenser sends a clear message that 
Errour’s procreation here is feared, vile, and unnatural and serves no progressive purpose, so she 
and her offspring must be destroyed.  
 After producing the first batch of monstrous offspring when Redcrosse first engages her, 
Errour later brings forth additional spawn in the form of idolatrous texts. As Redcrosse 
approaches her she 
. . . Spewed out of her filthie maw 
 A floud of poyson horrible and blacke,  
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 Full of great lumps of flesh and gobbets raw, 
 Which stunck so vildly, that it forst him slacke, 
 His grasping hold, and from her turne him back: 
 Her vomit full of books and papers was, 
 With loathly frogs and toades, which eyes did lacke, 
 And creeping sought way in the weedy gras: 
 Her filthie parbreake all the place defiled has. (I.i.20) 
 
In vomiting forth these texts, symbols of Catholic doctrine and hypocrisy, Errour threatens the 
quest for Holiness in search of the true word of God. Errour, as a monster who not only creates 
monstrous offspring but also texts that threaten the social and religious norms, certainly would 
have made readers anxious and held special meaning to them given the proliferation of texts 
describing monstrous births popular in the period. This connection between Catholic texts as 
heretical and monstrous and something that needed to be eradicated from society is not unique to 
The Faerie Queene and certainly predates its publication. As Elizabeth ascended to the throne in 
1558, her Protestant subjects called for the execution of Marian leadership and the eradication of 
Catholic doctrine from society. As their cries went unheeded, anger grew, culminating with 
outrage when the plague soon took over London, killing many people. Many blamed the plague 
on the government’s unwillingness to punish Marian clergy (Harkins 357-58). Thus, the scene 
that Spenser crafts with Errour spewing forth heretical texts is a direct criticism of both the need 
for these texts and their proponents to be eradicated from society due to the danger they pose as 
well as a denunciation of the Queen herself for her passivity in allowing this pestilence to sweep 
across the nation. The Queen is rendered ineffective and described as a mother putting her 
children, the populace, in grave moral and spiritual danger in another powerful image of failed 
maternal responsibility.   
Extending the allegory further, this episode in Errour’s den can also be read as what Julie 
Crawford calls Marvelous Protestantism, an allegory for the struggle of reformed religion, 
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embodied in the Redcrosse knight, against the institution of the Catholic church in a time of 
uncertainty (12). Given furthermore that these idolatrous texts are spewed forth by a female 
character, Spenser extends the inability of The Faerie Queene’s female characters not only to 
engage in positive physical procreative activities but also in intellectual ones, as he thwarts her, 
her children, and her vomitus books and papers. Female physical and intellectual ability to 
procreate and create is quashed, all while keeping societal anxieties over Catholic doctrine as 
well as the feminine body and intellect at bay.  
 In addition to asexual births in the text, there are also example of successful rape that are 
worth exploring. As Jocelyn Catty in Women and Shame in Elizabethan Poetry notes, Spenser 
uses the word ‘spoil’ and its cognates to refer to forced sexual activities throughout the poem. 
She suggests this term has alternate meanings: on one hand, ‘spoiling’ refers to the sexual 
conquest of a woman by a man, and on the other, it is a reward for the man—the ‘spoils’ or 
treasures of his exploits (76). Notably, when “spoil” is used to refer to sexual encounters, it 
occurs in scenes of a failed rape attempt such as when Sansloy attempts to rape Una. However, 
though “spoil” is used often in the text when referring to rape, it does not exist in the scenes 
where rape is successful and results in progeny; rather, other softer words such as “oppressed” 
and “deflowr’d” are used. Catty points out that these instances of successful rape occur outside 
of the scope of the poem, in the past in the world of myth and to establish genealogy and to 
denigrate any perceived trauma so it does not color the heroes of the allegory negatively (77). 
Four such examples are the rapes of Agape, Thyamis, Rheusa, and Chrysogone.  
I concur with Catty’s reading. But I would also add that even though these instances of 
rape could be considered successful when compared to the monstrous asexual births because 
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they result in non-monstrous offspring, the progeny is also typically non-productive throughout 
the work.  
 Thyamis, wandering in the forest, sick with melancholy for her love, encounters a satyr, 
who “made her a person thrall vnto his beastly kind” (I.vi.22.9). She is held captive in the satyr’s 
cabin during her pregnancy and is forced to leave once she gives birth to the child, Satyrane 
(I.vi.23). Similarly, Agape finds herself alone in the forest, sitting “careless[ly] by a cristall 
flood” (IV.ii.45.4) when an errant knight “[o]ppressed her, and there (as it is told) / Got these 
three louley babes, that prov’d three champions bold” (IV.ii.45.8-9) in Priamond, Diamond, and 
Triamond. In the third instance of rape, Rheusa births three sons—three rivers—from Blomius 
who “found her, and by force deflowr’d” (IV.xi.42.6). In these three instances, Catty argues, the 
rapes of the female characters, although “not ‘written out’ of the narrative” are not as important 
as the sons the rapes produce. Producing male progeny is more important than the female 
experience and trauma of rape (77).  
 In the rape of Chrysogone, the act is portrayed as a gentle one. Here, sunbeams shine 
upon her body, resulting in the conception of female twins, Belphoebe and Amoret (III.vi.6-7). 
This rape differs from the three aforementioned in that the rape is painless, almost asexual in 
nature given the lack of a physical male assailant, and results in female progeny rather than male. 
By accounting the rape as painless, Spenser is able to conflate the miraculous birth of the twins, 
with Belphoebe as a representation for Elizabeth, as virginal and almost Christ-like while 
upholding the tenets of Chastity, the book in which Chrysogone appears, “which is built upon the 
myth of painless rape” (Catty 78). Catty argues that the avoidance of trauma in these rape scenes 
is “part of the epic’s strategy of legitimatizing its heroes, establishing their chain of descent,” and 
they are not referred to as “spoils,” for doing so “would be to detract from the sense of their 
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position in the poem’s historical scheme” (78). Furthermore, Chrysogone disappears from the 
text after birthing the twins. She exists in the text merely to give birth, relegated to a vessel that 
the male author exerts control over. Similarly, the other three female characters find their lives in 
the text as mere blips on the textual radar as well, but none such as striking as Chrysogone’s. 
This view of the female as passive and as a mere vessel for life, is consistent with Aristotelian 
views of the maternal role in birth that were generally accepted during the period. While man 
generated life outside of his body by passing his sperm to the female, the female simply served 
as a holding space for the child, only able to create within herself (MacLean 30).  
 As noted in my point above adding to Catty’s argument, the offspring of the four raped 
female characters examined here have varying degrees of viability and success in the text. 
Satyrane, while supposed to be wild in the ways like his satyr father, is tamed by Una, but he 
ultimately is not her champion. Priamond and Diamond die, vanquished by their blatant 
demonstrations of masculinity and the knightly qualities they are endowed with from their errant 
father, but their strength and souls pass to Triamond, who survives the bulk of the allegory only 
to disappear completely in Book IV. Rheusa’s three sons, the rivers, live on, but are not endowed 
with human qualities or intellect. Belphoebe and Amoret are in love with Timias and Scudamour, 
respectively, men who are impotent and cannot consummate their relationships, and the men are 
equally as impotent out of the bedroom. Additionally, as I discussed earlier in this chapter, the 
birth of multiples such as Belphoebe and Amoret and the triplets could be read as a sign of the 
monstrous, given the commonly accepted belief that a mother birthing twins had associations 
with the animal world, with her maternal impressions of animals during her pregnancy leading to 
the birth of multiples, conflating the animal and human worlds (Bates 18-19).  Monstrous or not, 
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the twins engage in failed relationships, shining a light on the feminine inability to engage in 
productive procreative relationships in the text.  
 In the sixteenth century tracts, female infertility is readily discussed, demonstrating that a 
lion’s share of the fault in failed consummation and conception was attributed to the woman. In 
some instances, a woman’s impotence was blamed on her participation in sexual acts outside of 
the marriage or in witchcraft.11 In Demon Lovers: Witchcraft, Sex, and the Crisis of Belief, 
Walter Stephens explores the gendering of impotence. Impotence was a pronounced fear of the 
time period, and women were often to blame for their lover’s sexual dysfunction. The man, 
blaming witchcraft or other faults of his wife, “preserved [his] self-esteem by identifying an 
external cause for his inability to fulfill his personal and economic duty” (313). It initially seems 
as if Spenser assigns blame for men’s impotence with women, as evidenced by the way he crafts 
Amoret and Belphoebe as failed lovers-- highlighting the prevailing cultural sentiments 
surrounding impotence. Because they do not incite arousal in their lovers, they are not able to 
consummate their relationships and produce children, the very social and biological functions 
women are to uphold. However, in Belphoebe’s interactions with Timias, Spenser strips that 
power away.  
 Timias, Arthur’s sidekick, finds himself wounded in Book III Canto V at the hands of 
three fosters. As he lies on ground, seemingly mortally wounded, Belphoebe appears, and 
horrified by his condition, seeks to nurse him back to health. As he heals, Timias is taken aback 
by Belphoebe’s beauty, casting her as an angel or goddess (III.v.35). He falls in love with her, 
but convinces himself that she is too good for him: 
  
 
11 This is not to suggest that men did not face ridicule for impotence and their failure to consummate marriages or 
conceive children as well. As Laqueur notes, male impotence is typically discussed as an issue that can be resolved 
by pharmacology or magic, similar to how it can be resolved in women (272n81).   
 
 
110 
But foolish boy, what bootes they seruice bace 
 To her, to whome the heuens doe serue and sew?  
 Thou a meane Squyre, of meeke and lowly place, 
 She heaunly borne, and of celestiall hew. 
 How then? Of all loue taketh equall vew: 
 And doth not highest God vouchsafe to take 
 The loue and seruice of the basest crew? 
 If she will not, dye meekly for her sake; 
 Dye, rather dye, then euer so fair loue forsake. (III.v.47) 
 
 Timias becomes weak again, this time wounded by lovesickness. Instead of telling 
Belphoebe about his love for her and risk destroying her chastity, he would rather die. Because 
he will not marry her and engage in a positive relationship sanctioned by marriage, he is destined 
to continue to suffer in his lovesick misery, destined to go mad or die. In this instance, it is not 
Belphoebe who holds power over her own chastity and Timias’ inability to consummate the 
relationship, it is Timias. Timias’ conscious decision to pull back from Belphoebe erases any 
potentially positive procreative power she could assume by taking away her ability to help him 
heal. The decision regarding whether or not to pursue Belphoebe is strictly his own, taken out of 
her hands in his acceptance of his own impotence. I would posit here that Spenser implies that 
Belphoebe has no agency in whether or not she would like to preserve her chastity. Timias paints 
a picture of the male character holding the power, as it is his chivalrous decision, and his 
decision alone, to not pursue Belphoebe and not her own sexual restraint, which results in her 
chastity remaining intact.  
 Likewise, Spenser paints Scudamour as an impotent character who cannot keep 
possession of his wife. He is able to win Amoret’s love and initially retrieve her from Venus’ 
castle, but he is unable to protect her and find her when he loses her to Busyrane in Book III. He 
must rely on Britomart’s help in finding her and defeating Busyrane. Not only must he utilize the 
assistance of a female knight, but Scudamour’s impotence also prevents him from penetrating the 
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ring of fire surrounding Busyrane’s castle while Britomart has no trouble navigating the flames 
(III.xi.25-26). He must now wait on Britomart to save his lady love, and she does. Though the 
two lovers are reunited at the end of Book III’s 1590 edition, Spenser drafts an alternate ending 
in the 1596 edition which further highlights the knight’s impotence:  
. . . when he had long in dred  
Awayted there for Britomarts returne,  
Yet saw her not nor signe of her good speed, 
His expectation to despaire did turne,  
Misdeeming sure that her those flames did burne;  
And therefore gan aduize with her old Squire, 
Who her deare nourslings losse no lesse did mourne,  
Thence to depart for further aid t’enquire:  
Where let them wend at will, whilest here I do respire.  (III.xii.45) 
 
The ineffective knight, dreading the worst, wanders off into the forest, leaving his love Amoret 
in distress. In the relationship between Amoret and Scudamour, Spenser again denies the woman 
power to cause a man’s impotence: Amoret does not have the chance to reject Scudamour (which 
would be highly unlikely, however), as he fashions his own impotence via abandonment. He 
gives up on both of the women, aimlessly wandering off at the end of the book and, within the 
pages of the text at least, never sees his lover again.12  
 In these instances of rape analyzed in this section of this paper, though the progeny 
produced—Satyrane, Priamond, Diamond, Triamond, Rheusa’s river sons, Belphoebe, and 
Amoret—are neither evil nor monstrous, they are not able to, at least in the pages of The Faerie 
Queene, perpetuate their lineage, failing their ultimate quests. As other critics have pointed out, 
the conceptions themselves are often suspect as well, devoid of pleasure for the mother, which 
was thought to have been a necessity in conception during the period, but not presented as 
painful, either. For instance, Katherine Eggert argues that though Chrysogone was sleeping 
 
12 The poem does hint that Arthur will restore Amoret to Scudamour between IV.ix.39 and IV.ix.40, but this promise 
never plays out in the text, befuddling critics.  
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during her rape, the text “takes seriously the implication that, had [she] been awake during her 
impregnation by the sun, she might have enjoyed it” (8). In addition to ineffective progeny, a 
number of female characters are also couched as ineffective lovers, unable to arouse their 
impotent husbands and engage in biologically and socially productive relationships or sexually 
shunned for various reasons by male characters. Through rape, Spenser first emphasizes the 
feminine inability to control what happens to her body, and second, through the ineffective 
children women birth, demonstrates their failure as mothers to instruct and guide their children to 
lead productive lives. And in their roles as wives, Amoret and Belphoebe also ultimately fail in 
their roles of arousing their husbands and fail to carry on their husbands’ lineages. Ultimately, 
Spenser strips the female characters of any positive reproductive capabilities.  
IV 
 Book III of The Faerie Queen tells the tale of Britomart, the characterization of Chastity. 
In a text dedicated to Queen Elizabeth, it is only fitting, then, that Spenser boasts that chastity is 
“the fairest virtue, far aboue the rest” (i.2). Similar to Queen Elizabeth who did not produce an 
heir by the end of her reign, Britomart, by the end of Book III, has not yet given birth to the son 
who is prophesied will father a nation.  
Britomart is initially mistaken to be a man by Sir Guyon and Arthur, as she is dressed as 
such and displays incredible power, knocking Guyon off his horse (ii.7). As Guyon and Arthur 
become privy to her true identity, they and the reader find out that Britomart is on a quest to find 
her lost love, Artegall. She has not met her future husband yet, but learns of him through a magic 
mirror given to her father by Merlin. The mirror is said to hold the ability to reveal all that is 
supposed to be in time, as well as the thing that one truly wants. In this mirror Britomart initially 
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sees herself, but that image reflected back then turns into the image of Artegall. She finds herself 
stricken with love: 
 Thenceforth the fether in her lofty crest, 
 Ruffed of loue, gan lowly to auaile, 
 And her prowd protaunce, and her princely gest, 
 With which she earst tryumphed, now did qualie: 
 Sad, solemne, sowre, and full of fancies fraile 
 She woxe; yet wist she nether how, nor why, 
 She wist now, silly Mayd, what she did aile, 
 Yet wist, she was not well at east perdy, 
 Yet through it was not loue, but some melancholy. (III.ii.27)  
 
Shortly after being afflicted with melancholy, Britomart’s quest to find Artegall is described 
similar to a pregnancy when she becomes lovesick for “three Moones with borrowd brothers 
light,” or nine months before she arrives at Merlin’s cave in her quest to find Artegall 
(III.iii.16.6).  
 Elizabeth Spiller describes the scene where Britomart becomes “pregnant” as congruent 
with Aristotelian theory. Similar to how the man implants the female with an “idea” to spark a 
pregnancy, Spenser conceives of knights setting off on quests as a result of an idea, and he uses 
the language of reproduction to accomplish this (66). However, Spiller argues that by seeing 
Artegall and becoming melancholic, a disease typically thought of as a male one in this period, 
Britomart upends the Aristotelian notion of the male being the creator of her “perverse 
pregnancy,” and situates feminine production as something monstrous, as Glauce claims 
Britomart makes “such a Monster of [her] mind” (III.2.40.2; Spiller 69). Here, Britomart is able 
to conceive without male intervention, thus making the conception monstrous. In a scene that 
seems to elicit similar unease regarding Britomart’s femininity, Spenser also implies that 
Britomart is a shape shifter of sorts. I would like to suggest that her ability to shape shift, as 
embodied both through her cross-dressing as a male knight and the image present in the mirror 
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shifting from hers to Artegall’s, can be connected to maternal impressions that Bates and others I 
discussed early in this dissertation connect to the monstrous. Britomart experiences a 
supernatural occurrence that then gets implanted in her mind, which is even categorized by 
Glauce as monstrous. As Britomart stands in front of her father’s mirror, a knight is presented to 
her, which sparks the idea of her quest inside of her. She is in love with the knight and sets out to 
find him. And to go undetected during her journey, she cross dresses as a knight, raising 
questions on the legitimacy of her sex on a couple of occasions in Book III, such as in the 
episode with Malecasta who mistakes her for a male knight.  
 As Book III continues, we learn that Britomart, through her successful union with 
Artegall, is to become the mother of an entire race, giving birth to a son whose descendants will 
be the Britons, as prophesied by Merlin. As Spiller observes, Britomart’s story begins and ends 
with a pregnancy (73). She begins her journey after metaphorically impregnating herself with the 
thought of Artegall, and her journey ends later when she finds herself in Merlin’s cave, nine 
months “pregnant,” still by her own thoughts, ready to give birth, full with lovesickness. 
However, Merlin puts an end to her toiling and prophesies that she will give birth eventually to a 
son with Artegall who will give rise to the nation of Britons (75). After hearing the prophesy, 
Britomart is relieved of her current burden, “conceiu[ed] of home of comfort glad” (III.iii.51.3), 
in an abortive moment at the hands of Merlin. Her story is rewritten, and a new quest begins for 
her because of the seed Merlin has planted within her. Here, I argue that while Britomart in fact 
does impregnate herself, it is initially an ineffective pregnancy that only changes course for the 
positive once a male figure, Merlin, intervenes. She allows herself to become sick with love, 
which jeopardizes her quest to find her knight. Once Merlin intervenes and rewrites the story she 
tells herself about her relationship with Artegall, her disposition shifts drastically, and she 
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becomes focused on her task of finding him. She adorns herself in armor and becomes energized 
and more powerful in her pursuit of Artegall thanks to the information Merlin shares with her.  
 I would like to suggest that in this scene, Spenser contrasts artistic creation and 
storytelling with reproductive power. After Britomart impregnates herself with a malignant 
lovesickness, she is paralyzed with inaction, pining over her true love that she has yet to meet, 
wondering when and if she might find him. Merlin intervenes in Britomart’s story, relating to her 
how she and Artegall will be together and will produce a proud lineage of people. Here, the male 
character’s story displaces and supersedes the female’s in an act of revisionist history. 
Britomart’s uninformed version of her love story with Artegall causes sickness and pain while 
Merlin’s version energizes and breathes life into her. The pregnant mother is an ineffective 
author, even of her own story, and her pregnancy (in this case lovesickness for Artgall), renders 
her incompetent. The male figure in this scene is all-knowing, making public the story he is privy 
to regarding Britomart’s future. His story is productive while Britomart’s is not, delivering a 
larger cultural commentary on the fitness of women to engage in acts of cultural production.  
 By the end of Book III, Britomart still has not fulfilled her prophecy. She and Artegall 
have not consummated their relationship, and she has not given birth. Given Britomart is the 
symbol of chastity, readers can safely assume that she will ultimately remain chaste until the 
appropriate time comes to fulfill her destiny. However, her love for Artegall and her eventual 
mothering of a nation does not come of her own free will: it is imposed upon her by providence: 
 It was not, Britomart, thy wandring eye, 
 Glauncing vnwares in charmed looking glas, 
 But the straight course of heuenly destiny,  
 Led with eternall prouidence, that has 
 Guyded thy glaunce, to bring his will to pas: 
 Ne is thy fate, ne is thy fortune ill, 
 To loue the prowest knight, that euer was.  
 Therefore submit thy ways vnto his will, 
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 And doe by all dew meanes they destiny fulfill. (III.iii.24) 
  
Her feminine and maternal procreative powers are taken away from her, not only by Merlin’s 
abortion of her metaphorical pregnancy but also, and more ultimately, by fate.  
 In Book V, Britomart has a peculiar interaction with a crocodile in the Temple of Isis. As 
she is led into the temple, she observes the statue of Isis, who is seated with a crocodile at her 
feet (vii.6-7). Later that night, Britomart has a vision that she is impregnated by the crocodile, 
which results in her giving birth to a lion (a symbol of the Tudor dynasty). She shares her vision 
with one of the priests, and he offers his interpretation, informing Britomart her vision situates 
her as royalty: “Magnificke Virgin, that in queint disguise / Of British armes doest make thy 
royall blood” (vii.21.1-2). He relates to her the story of her linage, ultimately sharing that the 
crocodile represents Artegall and that she 
       shalt thou take him to thy loued fere, 
And ioyne in equall portion of they realm:  
And afterwords a sonne to him shalt beare, 
That Lion-like shall shew his powre extreame. (vii.23.5-8) 
 
After hearing this prophecy, Britomart’s mind is calmed, and she continues on her journey into 
the land of the Amazons to find Artegall to fulfill her quest. 
 Similar to the other visions that Britomart has, the vision of the crocodile must be 
interpreted by a male figure in order for her to make sense of it and understand the message. 
Similar to my discussion earlier in this section, the crocodile scene could be read monstrous on 
some level because of the maternal imprinting at play. Britomart sees the crocodile at Isis’ feet, 
and that crocodile leaves an imprint in her mind, which leads her to dream up a startling vision 
involving bestiality and her birthing the lion. With the symbolism removed, the image itself is 
one of monstrosity and might qualify as a monstrous birth. When read with the symbolism 
applied, Britomart is yet again at the mercy of men, relying upon their interpretations of her 
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visions to continue her journey. Once the priest interprets the vision for her, she feels confident 
enough to continue on her journey to freeing Artegall. He serves as a midwife of sorts helping to 
deliver the information necessary for her to continue her journey. And similar to the scene above 
in Book III where Britomart learns of her preordained role as the mother of a nation of Britons, 
this scene also reinforces that, reminding her that her future belongs to the nation, and just not 
herself. The dream of the crocodile is yet another maternal failure in the sense that she is never 
fully able to claim her own maternal powers and make her own decisions—even though outside 
of the pages of the Faerie Queene, we know that she will give birth to something powerful and 
productive.  
As the embodiment of the most noble virtue in the text and the strongest, most positive 
maternal and feminine figure in the poem, Britomart, via Spenser’s pen and the invasion of 
masculine power in the maternal space, is still ultimately not given the ability to produce 
something positive as a result of her own choices and actions, at least within the pages of the 
text. Her maternal future is preordained, and she must rely on the various men she meets along 
the way to act as midwives of sorts, guiding her through the process of making sense of her 
maternity and eventually giving birth to a nation.  
V 
While the mothers of The Faerie Queene largely remain marginalized and devoid of 
power, a number of the men in the text do as well. If we refer back to Spenser’s design that the 
successful quest ultimately ends in a marital union that results in perpetuating a virulent lineage, 
few concrete instances of such viable physical fatherhood exist in the text. From the rape of the 
earth, to rape of mothers, to impotent men such as Scudamour and Timias failing to consummate 
their relationships, Spenser seems to express an anxiety about male potency and the popular 
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belief that only the male plays a role in positive, fleshy regenerative acts. Throughout the entire 
text, Spenser teases the reader with the promise of what is to come based off of the successful 
unions in the text—mainly that of Britomart and Artegall. But the reader never gets a chance to 
even see the birth of Britomart’s first child that leads to the powerful dynasty Spenser promises. 
It lurks outside the margins, and of course, historical knowledge lets the reader know the 
prophecy was fulfilled. But the only productive examples of pregnancy in the text that Spenser 
takes the time to write into the poem are those where men appropriate maternal spaces and find 
themselves metaphorically pregnant. The two most notable and fully intertwined instances of this 
in relation to the poem are that of Arthur and of Spenser himself. 
 Throughout the pages of the poem, Arthur surfaces on a number of occasions. As Spiller 
notes, and I agree, Arthur represents male fantasies of pregnancy. Spiller argues that although 
Arthur is an important character in the poem, he is liminal, only truly carrying out his quests via 
the acts of other knights (70). For critic James Nohrnberg, Arthur is extra-textual, occupying 
spaces outside of the text:  
[B]oth the Arthur of the poem’s fore-conceit and the Arthur that would have been fully 
fashioned upon the completion of the poet’s greater design are posterior to the poem we 
now have. Arthur is merely ‘the idea of the perfect knight’—and likely to remain so. (qtd. 
in Spiller 70) 
 
Arthur is everywhere within the poem but outside it all at once, and by using him to represent the 
ideal knight, Spenser situates him as the creative and generative force of the poem, and he can be 
read metaphorically as the idea giving birth to it (Spiller 71). I would like to add to Spiller’s 
argument that the figure and function of Arthur further extends my earlier argument regarding 
Merlin and the authority that males play in creative production. The idea of Arthur arms Spenser 
with part of the motive to write the poem. Ideas, when sparked in the mind of men, can lead to 
mental gestations that allow men like Spenser to give births to works, while on the other hand, 
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ideas sparked in the woman’s mind, Britomart and the female authors earlier in this dissertation, 
for example, can have limited power. Britomart’s idea of Artegall, though it leads eventually to a 
nation of men, never actually comes to fruition within the pages in the text and must be 
interpreted for her by a male figure. It is that male figure’s authority that we, and Britomart, must 
to trust in order for her to carry out her quest.  
 Arthur, via his dream of Gloriana ravishing his heart and thus prompting his quest, can 
additionally be interpreted as an example of male pregnancy when read in context of the quest. It 
is apparent that his dream of Gloriana ultimately leads Spenser to the topic and creation of the 
poem. Instead of a display of impotence, the dream depicting Arthur being ravished by a woman 
provides him with the impetus to embark on his quest. Furthermore, any potential for impotence 
is rejected by Arthur’s self-confidence. He rarely doubts his potency and efficacy as a knight, as 
he claims “The fields, the floods, the heauens with one consent / Did seeme to laugh on me, and 
fauor mine intent” (I.ix.12.8-9). Similar to Britomart, he must experience a sexual awakening in 
order to reach his destiny and achieve his full procreative power (Spiller 70-73). In a second 
parallel to Britomart, there seems to be a providence about his quest and being, as the heavens 
smile upon him and favor him. In a third similarity to Britomart, Merlin delivers Arthur, acting 
as a surrogate to him, supplanting his mother, and takes away female agency involved in 
pregnancy (I.ix.3). In a final correlation to Britomart’s story, Arthur also finds the culmination of 
his quest deferred: within the pages of the text, he never marries and consummates his 
relationship with Gloriana.  
Though Arthur serves as the idea of the knight and thus, a self-fashioning trope Spenser 
uses to craft his tale around, Spenser ultimately controls his fate and sexual generative 
capabilities. The only truly successful product that comes out of The Faerie Queene is the text 
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itself via Spenser’s imagination and pen. The entire purpose of the text, as Spenser writes to 
Raleigh is “to fashion a gentleman or noble person in vertous and gentle discipline: Which for 
that I conceiued shoulde be most plausible and pleaseing . . . .” (8-9). Here, Spenser employs the 
language of pregnancy in conceiving of his text to describe his creative process but also denies 
those same productive capabilities to women. Additional instances of the language of pregnancy 
include that he “labour[s] to pourtraict” (18) Arthur as a brave knight, thus giving birth to him; 
surmises that some will read his allegory and prefer him to “[deliuer] plainly” the message of his 
text (22); and tries later to provide instructional examples by way of Arthur’s character by 
“labour[ing]” (28) and “conceive[ing] after his long education by Timon” (29). Furthermore, he 
explains to Raleigh that the Faery Queene in the poem is Queen Elizabeth: “in my particular I 
conceiue the most excellent and glorious person of our soueraine the Queene, and her kindgome 
in Faery Land” (33-34). In this instance, he takes his conception of the text one step further and 
even writes himself as metaphorically conceiving the Queen. The masculine idea generated by 
Spenser thus appropriates Queen Elizabeth--his subject--and within her vessel, the urn in the 
dedication to the poem, the text is created.  
The additional episode of Redcrosse’s battle with Errour situated as the first battle in the 
poem is central to this idea of male production, notes Spiller, as Errour’s production of bad and 
monstrous texts provides instruction for the reader on how to read The Faerie Queene. While 
Errour spews forth monstrous products, Spenser “characterize[s] his narrative as a good literary 
production. When Redcrosse destroys this female procreation, he makes possible a male 
procreation which supplants erroneous ideas of a bad reading with new forms of moral 
knowledge” (Spiller 70). 
 
 
121 
 The use of pregnancy imagery to describe intellectual creation was certainly not an 
unfamiliar one to Spenser. As Roberto Zapperi argues, iconography of the pregnant male began 
surfacing in reference to the biblical creation story in hieroglyphs found in European churches at 
the end of the eleventh century. They remained popular until the beginning of the Reformation 
when images were banned from Protestant churches (3-4).  However, with the advent of the 
printing press, the banned images were easily proliferated via print. Images depicting creation 
that predated the late eleventh century often depicted two biblical scenes: one of God extracting 
Adam’s rib in anticipation of Eve’s creation and a second depicting the creation of Eve from the 
rib (Zapperi 3-4). However, by the late eleventh century, a peculiar image arises that conflates 
the two scenes into one where “God extracts the whole body of Eve from the body of Adam, 
drawing it out with his left hand while he makes a gesture of benediction with his right” (Zapperi 
5). Zapperi observes it is from this point that the act of creation is read as one of procreation 
while also suggesting God passes his power to create to men specifically:  
 An act of procreation, with the role of man and woman inverted, is presented as a  
scene of creation, with a most important transition, mediated by divine will, of the 
feminine act of procreation into a masculine faculty of creation. While woman procreates 
children, it is man who in fact creates works and produces objects. (5) 
 
This biblical depiction thus finds its way into folklore; fables; social, religious, and legal codes; 
and literature for centuries to come, with generations of men crafting themselves as 
metaphorically pregnant as a trope for the act of intellectual and creative production.  
Within the pages of The Faerie Queene, Spenser is able to appropriate the Queen’s 
feminine and maternal body, metaphorically wedding himself to her,  
CONSECRAT[ING] THESE  
HIS LABOVRS TO LIVE 
V V ITH THE ENTERNI- 
TIE OF HER  
FAME. (1596 Dedication, 21-25) 
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The result of the successful union of Spenser’s idea and the Queen as his muse is textual progeny 
that will situate them both as immortal beings.  
VI 
 Spenser begins The Faerie Queene with a joint conceptive moment with Queen 
Elizabeth, presenting the text as a product of his labors in a complex intersection of maternity, 
authorship, and gender. From the poem’s outset, Spenser is preoccupied with procreation—of 
both human and monstrous beings and creative and intellectual objects. Pregnancy and the 
capability to give birth to human life, often considered the culmination of female power, are 
shaped within the text by masculine forces, whether via rape, metaphorical abortive actions on 
behalf of a male figure, or by the acts of creative and poetic invention. The instances of mothers 
producing monstrous offspring are plenty in the text, and some produce by asexual means or 
complete passivity, as in the cases of Mother Earth and Errour. Their wombs are unwieldy and 
unchecked, and they are unable to engage in productive relationships that yield offspring that 
perpetuate fruitful lineages. Likewise, some of the children who are the product of rape of 
seemingly good women often find themselves unable to fulfill their expectations in producing 
viable offspring and completing Spenser’s notion of the quest. Britomart, who is situated as the 
most potent female in the poem and the most viable mother who will bring forth a race of noble 
men, has a metaphorical abortion forced upon her by male figures in both Merlin and Spenser, 
and she and never fulfills her destiny within the lines of the poem.  
 These ineffective mothers and wombs explored in this chapter and mentioned above are 
thus incapable of positive procreative activity: one argument that could be made is because the 
women discussed in this paper do not engage in sanctioned marital unions, they are doomed to 
fail. Their failure, is in part due to the artist’s own volition as he exerts himself over their 
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procreative power and delivers a powerful commentary on the links between maternity and 
positive reproduction, which can be extended in the context of this dissertation to also disavow 
the creative capabilities women hold because of their biological reproductive potential. It is only 
Spenser’s metaphorical pregnancy and production of progeny, the text of the Faerie Queene 
itself, that is ultimately viable and powerful.  
In concluding this chapter, I think it is worth addressing here the weariness of the poem’s 
narrator throughout Book VI. Though the narrator expresses his apathy toward continuing his 
journey, I maintain that this weariness does not negate the power and viability of the text, as 
some critics might.  
Though Spenser originally set out to compose twelve books, we are left with six 
complete books and a seventh book that is unfinished, perhaps discounting the power of the 
author in this argument. In the first stanza of the proem for Book VI, the narrator’s weariness is 
evident, and it lingers over much of Book VI:  
The waies, through which my weary steps I guyde,  
In this delightfull land of Faery, Are so exceeding spacious and wyde,  
And sprinckled with such sweet variety,  
Of all that pleasant is to eare or eye,  
That I nigh rauisht with rare thoughts delight, 
My tedious trauell doe forget thereby;  
And when I gin to feele decay of might,  
It strength to me supplies, and chears my dulled spright. (VI.1.1-9) 
 
This weariness is not something that is only implied or directly addressed in Book VI—Spenser 
also shares his weariness in Amoretti.13  
 While some may argue that this weariness might discount the argument posited here of 
the author’s power and viability as a creative force, I would like to suggest this is not the case. 
 
13 As Hamilton notes, (787n1) Spenser’s weariness in writing The Faerie Queene isn’t something that is just implied 
within the allegory. In Amoretti, Spenser also complains to Bryskett of the tediousness of his pursuit in 33.10, but 
later in 80.5, finds a newfound energy for writing another six books for his epic (787n1).  
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Rather, I agree with Daniel Vitkus, who explores the unfulfilled form of The Faerie Queene. He 
argues that instead of viewing the incompleteness of Spenser’s magnus opus as a failure, we 
should view it as a conscious decision by the author to revise his intentions for the text based on 
his disillusionment over Queen Elizabeth’s failure to marry. Spenser intentionally leaves his text 
as endless to reflect the crisis that he and other Protestants felt over her refusal to marry, which 
quashed their hopes that the Elizabethan compromise, which granted some level of tolerance for 
Catholics, would be vanquished (83-84).  
 I would like to suggest then, that even in the endlessness and incompleteness of Spenser’s 
epic allegory, his power as the male authorial figure is prevalent. Since Elizabeth physically fails 
to marry and deliver a glorious Protestant victory, Spenser effectively castrates the epic that he 
dedicates to her. Through the wielding of his pen and his conscious decisions to render female 
characters and their legacies, including Elizabeth’s, silent or ineffective, he displays his power  
as a creative and intellectual paternal figure while disempowering the reproductive and creative 
production powers of women.  
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CHAPTER 4 
“The second Tome of that goodly volume”: Gender, Genre, 
and the Controversy Surrounding Women 
I 
Chapter 1 of this dissertation explores how mother-authors in the early modern period 
utilized motherhood or impending motherhood to claim authority within the realms of print 
culture via the genre of the mother’s legacy. These mother-authors seized their lived experiences 
of being pregnant while also employing pregnancy tropes as enabling experiences and metaphors 
for literary production and dissemination. Because they wrote within the realms of lived 
experiences and appropriated their stature as mothers and religious educators within the family, 
the authors examined in Chapter 1 enjoyed a unique position within their cultural moments by 
producing culturally popular works of literature—a position that was not accessible to other 
women attempting to write and publish during the period.  
As examined in that chapter, the mother-authors in question, especially Richardson, often 
included religious instruction as well as prayers to be utilized by their family. While mothers’ 
diaries seemed to have found a more natural fit within the world of publication—these women, 
after all, were serving their children by creating manuals that their unborn or growing children 
could live by—women who thought of themselves as writers in other genres faced challenges 
their predecessors writing within the mothers’ legacy genre did not.  
As textual production increased with the advent of the printing press, giving more 
consumers greater access to works and more writers access to printing their work, a number of 
women seized opportunities to enter the printing and publishing spheres through the genre of 
pamphlets.  
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As a genre itself, pamphlets began to take shape and gain cultural recognition at the turn 
of the seventeenth century. In the genre’s infancy, pamphlets were typically categorized by their 
size and length. But by 1640, the genre began to take a distinct shape and form, most notably as 
“documents of controversial times” (Raymond 6). Throughout the late sixteenth century, 
“pamphlets were closely associated with slander or scurrility” (Raymond 8). Queen Elizabeth, 
recognizing the growing popularity of the genre and its notorious nature, went as far as 
appointing recommendations and instructions to the Court of High Commission on how to deal 
with heretical and slanderous pamphlets, requiring that anyone engaging in print activities must 
be licensed as a way of attempting to restrict and monitor the genre (Raymond 8). 
On another interesting note regarding the genre, an obsolete usage of ‘pamphlet’ was also 
used to mean prostitute, and may have been coined because of its notoriety as a cheap form of 
print “available to any in return for a small payment” (Raymond 9). The deprecatory 
connotations associated with pamphlets extended into the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries and remained to be a form of writing that was “small, insignificant, ephemeral, 
disposable, untrustworthy, unruly, noisy, deceitful, poorly printed, addictive, a waste of time” 
(Raymond 10). As Raymond points out, critics of the genre throughout the sixteenth and 
seventeenth century considered a pamphleteer as “an idle [exploiter] of the credulous vulgar; by 
the mid-seventeenth century he would cease to be merely frivolous and become greedy and 
malicious” (11). 
One of the defining moments for women in the pamphlet genre occurred shortly after the 
publication of the widely popular work by Joseph Swetnam in 1615, The Arraignment of Lewd, 
Idle, Froward, and Unconstant Women. Swetnam’s pamphlet marks the peak of the gender 
debates that had been raging for the past four hundred years or so in culture and literature. 
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Swetnam’s work capitalizes on these cultural debates surrounding the subject of gender and 
women’s societal roles, specifically, and added to the commonly held misogynistic views of the 
public-at-large during the period. 
In addition to contributing to the virulent cultural conversations regarding gender, 
Swetnam’s pamphlet, quite to his dismay perhaps, opened up a chasm that allowed women who 
were frustrated with their portrayal in literature culture-at-large an opportunity to enter the print 
world and defend themselves in light of the ongoing attacks on their sex.  
 I concur with the critical views laid out by Lisa Schnell and others that will be examined 
in more detail in this chapter that the pamphlets written by female pamphleteers in response to 
Swetnam seized an important cultural moment that opened up a proto-feminist print movement 
that allowed women to finally defend themselves in print. I would add to this that the female-
authored texts examined in this chapter, Rachel Speght’s Mouzell for Melastomus, Ester 
Sowernam’s Ester Hath Hang’d Haman, and Constantia Munda’s The Vvorming of a Madde 
Dogge also capitalized on the uniquely feminine capabilities and experiences of gestation and 
labor by employing maternal metaphors and the language of reproduction to justify their roles as 
authors and establish written discourse as a legitimate pursuit in which women could engage. 
Through utilizing the language of reproduction, the female pamphleteers writing in response to 
Swetnam depict their emergence into the print scene as a positive, important, divinely ordained, 
and authoritative addition to the debates surrounding women in the period, giving birth to a new 
type of feminism and blazing the way for future female writers.  
II 
 The first of the three female-authored tracts in response to Swetnam’s attacks appears in 
1617. Rachel Speght, an 18-year-old Londoner with a bourgeois background, penned A Mouzell 
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for Melastomus denouncing Swetnam’s treatise. Not much is known about Speght’s background 
other than she was likely born around 1597 to a Calvinist rector, James Speght, and that her 
mother died shortly after her birth. Based on the information gleaned from her published works, 
including Mouzell and a later volume of poetry entitled Mortalities Memorandum with a Dreame 
Prefixed, Speght appears to have been well-educated in rhetoric, logic, classical and Christian 
texts, and Latin (Ritchie and Ronald 96-97). Similar to the mother-authors in Chapter 1, she also 
displays an impressive knowledge of scripture.  
 In publishing Mouzell, Speght made the decision to identify herself as the author, the first 
Englishwoman to do so on such a tract, thus becoming a seminal figure in female polemics and 
gender ideology and criticism.14 In publishing Mouzell, “Speght is one of the first Western 
women to recognize, in print, that jokes against women are usually more than just harmless 
banter” (Ritchie and Ronald 96).  
 Speght’s pamphlet opens with two letters. The first letter addresses fellow women, as she 
dedicates her text “[t]o all vertuous Ladies Honourable or Worshipfull” (A3). In this section of 
her pamphlet, Speght shares how she hopes that her text will serve as a strong voice justifying 
the many virtues women have. She peculiarly notes that women should not be angered by 
Swetnam’s words: “This I alleage as a paradigmatical patterne for all women, noble & ignoble to 
follow, that they be not enflamed with choler against this our enraged aduersarie, but patiently 
consider of him according to the portraiture which he hath drawne of himselfe, his Writings 
being the very embleme of a monster” (A4). 
 
14 Critics debate the sex of some of the female pamphlet writers of the time. Many female pamphleteers employed 
pseudonyms, and it is difficult to verify whether the writers were women or if they were men adopting female 
identities. Speght faced similar accusations, with many during her time believing that her father authored Mouzell. 
She addresses these accusations and denies them in her book of poetry following Mouzell’s publication (McManus 
196n8).  
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Here, Speght expresses pity for Swetnam, painting him as a monster who cannot help what he 
writes. Swetnam’s misogynistic text fashions him as a monster and he should be dealt with as 
such. Since he is not a man and has no conscience, women should not be angry with men as a 
whole. Her pamphlet thus seems to be aimed directly at Swetnam and not necessarily at all men 
since she is hesitant to paint all men as vile and monstrous here. As Barbara McManus notes, in 
these opening lines, Speght, by asking women not to become angry with Swetnam, paints herself 
as a champion for all women (198), with the goal of highlighting the virtues of women through 
her text. McManus additionally views Speght’s position as one that is steeped within male 
tradition, as she crafts herself as the image of a chivalrous champion (198), swooping in to 
rescue women.  
 While I agree to some extent with McManus’ reading, I would add that Speght’s use of a 
male trope, the chivalrous champion saving a damsel in distress, is a powerful one. While 
women would have been accustomed to narratives of a chivalrous male knight swopping in to 
rescue the damsel, the fashioning of that champion as female would have been striking, and 
especially more so since it was in writing by a female author. Here, Speght takes a work 
authored by a man, disempowers it, and then, as I hope to show, uses it to metaphorically give 
birth to her pamphlet. She exerts power over Swetnam’s text first by engaging in the very act of 
creative production by writing and publishing, and second, by appropriating the trope of the male 
savior and crafting herself as a powerful figure that can rescue women from her attackers in a 
powerful display of self-fashioning and authorship.    
Following her dedicatory letter to women, Speght launches into a letter addressed to 
Joseph Swetnam, whom she refers to as “the Cynicall Bayter of Women” (B2). In the opening 
lines of her letter, Speght uses the metaphors of standing water and streams to draw a 
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comparison between Swetnam’s intellect and his intentions on writing his pamphlet. Speght 
compares Swetnam’s mind to standing water, “which soon putrifies” and becomes malignant and 
unproductive, for from it, “no good fish be expected, for it produceth no other creatures but those 
that are venomous or noisome, as snakes, adders, and such like” (B2). Here, Speght employs the 
language of monstrous reproduction to issue a scathing attack on Swetnam’s pamphlet. Because 
the ideas he holds are stagnant, they putrefy, resulting in a spontaneous, asexual birth of sorts 
that brings forth nothing of value. This contrasts sharply to the sentiments held by the male 
authors examined earlier in this dissertation. Writers such as Sidney and Spenser, in alignment 
with prevalent cultural and biological thought of the time, suggest that male intellect, untainted 
by external factors, especially feminine intervention, is able to produce the purest forms of art. In 
their texts, male mental gestation is a force for creative good. In Speght’s view, however, 
Swetnam’s brand of intellect is entirely malevolent.  
As Speght launches into the body of her argument, she employs the language and 
occasion of creation to justify the stature of women and to advocate for respect and to note the 
virtues that women possess. She utilizes the metaphor of a potter and his clay to draw a 
comparison to an example of creation in the Bible, where women “in some sort, resemble that 
loue God towards man, in creating woman vnto the affectionate care of Abraham for his sonne 
Isaac, who that hee might not take to wife one of the daughters of the Canaanites, did prouide 
him one of his own kindred” (1). 
She continues in this vein for the next couple of pages, still utilizing biblical creation 
narratives in building her defense of women, stating God created all creatures, including women. 
Additionally, Speght notes that by taking Adam’s rib to create woman, God makes up for man’s 
imperfect stature: “man was as an vnperfect building afore woman was made, and bringing her 
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vnto Adam, vnited and married them together” (C2). In her final defense of women that employs 
the language of creation and reproduction, Speght notes that woman was created “to bee a solace 
vnto [man], to participate of his sorrowes, partake of his pleasures, and as a good yokefellow 
beare part of his burthen” (2). Here, unlike Sidney and Spenser, Speght’s view of women is a 
positive one, showing how God intended the union between man and woman to be fruitful, 
where woman perfects man and she helps carry out God’s promise to bear nations. The world 
here is dependent upon woman’s procreation to carry out God’s promise.  
 After the fall of man, Speght points out that God promises Eve her offspring will crush 
the head of the serpent (6), demonstrating the powerful potential that her reproductive 
capabilities hold in fulfilling God’s promise to man. Additionally, Adam chooses to name her 
Eve, which means “life, that as the woman had beene an occasion of his sinne, so should woman 
bring foorth the Sauiour from sinne, which was in the fullnesse of time accomplished; by which 
was manifested, that he is a Sauiour of beleeuing women, no lesse than of men” (6-7).  
Additionally, she argues that the very material used to create Eve demonstrates the 
significance God intended women to have, for though man was created of dust, woman was 
created out of man when he was already alive: “yet was shee not produced from Adams foote, to 
be his too low inferior; nor from his head to be his superior, but from his side, neare his heart, to 
be his equall” (10). Figure 7 below is one such example common in the period depicting Eve’s 
creation out of man while he is already alive, reinforcing the availability of such an argument for 
Speght to leverage.  
Throughout the first section of Mouzell, Speght relies on the story of creation to 
champion women’s creativity—a strategy employed by others during the period in their defenses 
of women. In her wider discussion of the use of Genesis in the pamphlet debates of the  
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Fig. 7. Creation of Eve, Michelangelo Buonarroi, The Creation of Eve, 1510. Michelangelo 
Paintings, Sculptures, Biography, https://www.michelangelo.org/creation-of-eve.jsp. 30 May 
2020.  
 
controversy surrounding women, Barbara McManus notes that Genesis was often utilized by 
those defending women to claim divine authority as a basis for their defense: “Genesis therefore 
became an especially complex site of negotiation for writers whose explicit agenda was to 
challenge from a feminine perspective the dominant cultural attitudes toward women” (194). 
Speght relies on this practice, signifying the divine authority of her text, noting in her prefatory 
material that she plans on utilizing scripture and biblical accounts to demonstrate the excellence 
of women. In making this conscious decision, Speght positions herself in stark contrast to 
Swetnam, who she later points out leverages gross biblical misinterpretations, contradictions, and 
blasphemous words to build his case against women. Unlike Swetnam, Speght sees her text as 
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significant and informed by the divine for it relies on the word of God to demonstrate the respect 
women should receive.  
While the content of Speght’s prefatory letter might not seem initially connected to 
pregnancy or childbirth because she does not employ the language of either, I would like to 
suggest it is. Similar to how Genesis is quite literally the genesis of the Bible and the story of 
mankind, giving birth to the ideas, stories, and people to come later, Speght’s prefatory materials 
are fashioned in a similar sense. Here, she gives birth to the idea that the content of the Bible, 
and especially the creation story in Genesis, will form the basis for the birth and development of 
her argument regarding the creative power and value of women.  
While the first part of her pamphlet does not directly address Swetnam’s work but rather 
serves as a general tract on the excellency of women, in the Epilogue, Speght directly speaks to 
parts of Swetnam’s pamphlet to discredit them. She begins with a letter to the reader that 
provides an apology and a justification for her penning of her work. She blames any defects in 
her work and logic on her sex and age. She also assigns blame for any perceived illogical or 
disordered nature of her response to the fact that Swetnam’s text is also “without methode, 
irregular, without Grammaticall Concordance, and a permiscuous mingle mangle” (F). Speght 
hopes that by bringing forth his inaccurate and slanderous accusations against women with her 
refutation, that perhaps Swetnam will change his views: “if Follie haue taken roote in him, he 
may seeke to extirpate it, and to blush at the sight of that fruit, which he hath already brought 
foorth; a fruite I call it (not vnfitly I hope) because a Crabbe may be so termed, as well as a good 
Apple” (F2). 
Here, unlike Sidney and Spenser, Speght crafts the product of Swetnam’s male intellect 
as poisonous and ineffective, engendering them as fruits of his labor that are monstrous and 
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malignant. Additionally, in a gender reversal to how Astrophil blames Stella for his pains and 
any ineffectiveness in his sonnet sequence, Speght casts Swetnam as a harmful influencer of 
other people’s intellectual and creative pursuits. As the author that gives birth to ineffective texts, 
Swetnam produces metaphorical offspring that is pestilent. And because Speght’s pamphlet uses 
his as source material, the messiness of his text is to blame for any shortcomings of or 
inaccuracies in hers.  
In continuing her attack on Swetnam’s pamphlet, Speght notes numerous inconsistencies 
in his argument. For instance, in one section Swetnam claims that women were created by the 
devil. However, later on, she notes, Swetnam refutes himself, saying that women were actually 
created by God, going on to say they should still be avoided, regardless (31). She further points 
out that Swetnam believes that whoever makes blasphemous statements against God should die. 
Because he includes blasphemous statements in his text, which she supports with examples, 
Speght claims that by Swetnam’s logic, he himself must die: “Whosoeuer blasphemeth God, 
ought by his Law, to Die; The Bayer of Women hath blasphemed God, Ergo, he ought to die the 
death” (34). Here, Speght suggests the immense power the written word has in not only giving 
birth to ideas but also extinguishing life. Swetnam’s slanderous ideas are dangerous, and such 
textual offspring, especially those that are blasphemous, are insidious and can have chilling 
effects.   
Later, Speght argues that she would have rather that Swetnam had kept his thoughts to 
himself so that she did not have to expose him for the misogynist he is—even if it did result in 
her writing her pamphlet. In her justification, Speght looks to Swetnam’s use of a pregnancy 
metaphor in which he describes the untrustworthiness of women and eventually connects. He 
tells his male readers to be wary of sharing secrets with their wives and telling them not to share 
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it because “the more shee will seeme, as it were, with childe, till shee haue reuealed it” (36). 
Swetnam argues that similar to the way a physical pregnancy eventually reveals itself and is 
dispelled from the body, secrets build up inside of women, and they cannot help but to share. 
Here, pregnancy is employed as a negative metaphor by Swetnam, suggesting that nothing is safe 
inside a woman, especially man’s secrets. 
Using his assertion against him, Speght suggests that similar to the secrets that build up 
inside of women, Swetnam’s secrets regarding his feelings about women, should have stayed 
bottled up inside of him, and she ultimately criticizes him for making them public. Also, based 
on the scholarly assertion that writing shared publicly should be a fine-tuned instrument, she 
argues his is not, based on the incongruities and inaccurate claims in his work (36). Similar to 
my claim above where I argue Speght demonstrates that the male intellect does not always 
produce viable intellectual or creative offspring, she delivers another scathing commentary on 
the fruits of Swetnam’s labor, painting them as blasphemous, ineffective, and inconsistent.   
It is worth exploring here the connection between Swetnam’s motivation for writing 
Arraignment and connecting it to the larger motivations for male creative pursuits. Some might 
argue that since his pamphlet is about women, Swetnam leverages femininity in a similar fashion 
as Astrophil does Stella, as the impetus or spark that impregnates him with the thoughts required 
to produce his text, causing pain and anguish. In Astrophil’s case, his mental gestations manifest 
themselves as physical anguish and ultimately lead to something he describes as ineffective. I 
would agree with this to some extent but also posit that even though women provide the spark 
that leads to Swetnam’s mental gestations and ultimately result in the birthing of his text, 
Swetnam neither likely viewed his work as ineffective or especially laborious nor made that 
point blatantly in his text. Unlike Astrophil, who labors and wails, delivering something he 
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believes is ultimately ineffective, Swetnam likely did not see his text as such. Others, such as 
Speght, certainly disagree. And in Speght’s move to discredit Swetnam’s text, I argue that she 
utilizes Swetnam’s example of what she perceives to be failed masculine intellect to inform her 
work. In Speght’s Aristotelian model, while the man provides the spark that leads to her mental 
gestation, it is her feminine sensibilities and intellect that lead to what she ultimately must 
believe is a superior text, given the fact that she notes, despite her self-deprecating tone, that any 
work shared in public spaces should be a fine-tuned instrument. 
In contrast to the mother-authors in Chapter 1 of this dissertation, I argue that 
reproduction plays a different role for Speght. Speght does not use the occasion of physical 
childbirth to justify her emergence into print culture but rather leverages an intellectual, divine, 
and moral occasion to do so. While the mother-authors of Chapter 1 exploited their special 
societal power as mothers to publish their diaries, Speght leverages her religion and social 
constructs of women espoused by Swetnam, as well as the language of reproduction to empower 
her creative pursuits as well as those of women in general. For female writers of the period, then, 
gender and genre are deeply connected, with the mother-authors of the mothers’ legacies relying 
on biological constructs of pregnancy to inform and justify their works while pamphlet writers 
such as Speght rely on social constructs of femininity and reproduction and the language they 
give us in justifying their intellectual pursuits. 
III 
 Following the publication of Speght’s Mouzell, a second pamphlet, published in 1617 by 
Nicholas Bourne and written by Ester Sowernam, entered the public conversation in the 
controversy surrounding women. Similar to Speght’s text, in Ester Hath Hang’d Haman: or An 
Answere To a Lewd Pamphlet, entituled, The Arraignment of Women, Sowernam utilizes 
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Swetnam’s text as a foundation for hers, refuting the claims found in it and situating it as a 
defense of women. Throughout her pamphlet, Sowernam also references Speght’s text, 
criticizing the young author for some of her claims. In this section, I plan to examine how 
Sowernam’s work is both similar and dissimilar to Speght’s text and situate them both as 
trailblazers in a new moment of feminine intellectual pursuit. For both authors, creative 
production is well within a women’s sphere of authority. 
 It is important here to address the controversy surrounding the authorship of Sowernam’s 
text. Most critics concur that Ester Sowernam is pseudonym crafted as a dichotomy to Joseph 
Swetnam, playing off the contrast between sweet and sour. Not much is known about Sowernam, 
including whether Sowernam was male or female. However, a number of critics agree that the 
gender of the author is not as important as the sentiments expressed within the text: whether 
Sowernam was female or not, the text situates itself as a powerful defense of women. Valerie 
Wayne discusses the controversy surrounding the gender of the authors involved in the Swetnam 
controversy, questioning what it means for feminist criticism if some of the most well-known 
tracts against misogyny were not actually written by women (221). Wayne also makes note of 
critic Elizabeth Harvey, who claims that anonymous authors, and especially those who may 
gender-shift in their anonymity can use their anonymous stature to “relate to the transvestitism of 
a text’s interlocutors” (223). By not reading gender into anonymous texts, Harvey contends, it 
allows the reader to have a richer reading experience and appreciate “the richly intertextual 
character of literary production” (qtd. in Wayne 223). In this examination of Sowernam’s text, I 
intend to work with the perception that the sex of the author is not as important as the message 
the text supports. For purposes of this dissertation, the persona crafted is feminine, and whether 
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the author is female or male, while important, is not as important as the arguments made in the 
defense of the merits of women, and especially their intellectual productivity.  
On her title page, Sowernam takes on an indeterminate role, claiming she is “neither 
Maide, Wife nor Widdowe, yet really all, and therefore experienced to defend all” (A1). Similar 
to Speght, she fashions herself as a champion for women. Unlike, Speght, however, Sowernam 
seems to imply she has experience on her side, making her pamphlet a worthy contribution to the 
conversation. Sowernam also dedicates her pamphlet, similar to Speght, “[t]o all right 
honovrable, Noble, and worthy Ladies, Gentlewomen, and others, virtuously disposed of the 
Feminine Sexe” (A2). In her dedication, Sowernam announces the occasion for her text, noting 
that it is motivated by a conversation had at a dinner party, where a lively discussion broke out 
between men and women about Swetnam’s Arraignment, which then prompts her to read it (A2).  
Upon reading Swetnam’s tract, Sowernam finds it “scandalous and blasphemous” and 
entirely off the mark, especially in the way that the text attacks all women instead of just lewd 
women (A2). Thus, she grabs her pen to begin to write a response but then stops when she hears 
that someone else has already taken up the cause: “I stayed my pen, being as glad to be eased of 
my entended labour” (A3). Here, she learns that Speght has already penned a response. Upon 
reading Speght’s Mouzell, she is left dissatisfied, however. In part, her dissatisfaction is a result 
of the author’s youthful inexperience: “the Maide doth many times excuse her tendernesse of 
yeares, I found it to be true in the tendernesse of her answer, for the vndertaking to defend 
women, doth rather charge and condemne women, as in the ensuing discourse shall appeare” 
(A3).  Thus, Sowernam explains and justifies her pamphlet as a necessary addition to an in-
progress conversation to aid in the defense of women.  
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Here, Sowernam points to the communal power that feminine discourse can hold. As 
McManus asserts, Sowernam and Munda, to be discussed later in this chapter, “present 
themselves as carrying forward the work that was begun by Speght, invoking not only a sense of 
common experience (both use the “we woman” persona much more emphatically than Speght), 
but also a sense of common enterprise that is new to the defense tradition” (201). To add to this 
communal experience, Sowernam also claims her pamphlet has divine inspiration, relying on the 
creation story in Genesis to inform her text, similar to Speght: “I doe in the first part of it plainly 
and resolutely deliuer the worthiness of and worth of women; both in respect of their Creation, as 
in the worke of Redemption” (A3). Not only is she partaking in a community with Speght and 
other female writers, but she elicits here a much broader sense of community—a community of 
Christians who recognize God’s word and hold it to be true. Her task in bringing forth her 
pamphlet is described using the language of labor and creation as she plans to “deliuer” a work 
that shows the worthiness of women.  
 Sowernam’s pamphlet continues to employ the creation story and language of birth and 
reproduction throughout the remainder of the opening letter to women. In her concluding 
sentiments of the letter, Sowernam reminds women that they are “in Creation, noble; in 
Redemption, gracious; in vse most blessed; be not forgetfull of your selues, nor vnthankefull to 
that Author from who you receiue all” (A3). By utilizing the common trope of God as author, 
Sowernam now seizes the opportunity to equate the act of creation to textual production. As God 
authors woman, Sowernam authors her text on woman’s virtues, celebrating God’s creation in 
the face of an adversary. Her cause in writing this pamphlet is a noble one, and her social and 
intellectual action of writing and printing are informed by divine inspiration.  
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 Following her dedicatory letter to women, Sowernam includes a letter specifically 
addressing the youth of Great Britain, explaining her motivations for her work and hoping that 
Swetnam’s pamphlet will not taint their views toward women and dissuade them in their 
searches for good wives. She calls her and Swetnam’s texts “labours” though they clearly “doe 
altogether disagree” (A4). By directing this work to the young men of Great Britain, Sowernam 
notes “I conceived that I could not erre in my choyse, if I did direct a labour well intended, to 
worthy young youths, which are well disposed” (A4). Additionally, she situates her text as a 
jewel that she gifts to them: “I do here deliuer you the Iewell, a rich stocke to begin the world 
withal, if you be good husbands to vse it for your best aduantage” (AN). The fruits of her labor, 
she hopes, will have a notable impact on showing young men the errors in the ways of 
Swetnam’s thinking and highlight the virtues of women. She again fashions her pamphlet as a 
“labour,” and more than simply metaphorically birthing a text, in this instance, she sees her role 
as birthing an entire ethos, one that will lead men to respect and value women.  
 Upon concluding her dedication and letter to the reader, Sowernam launches into the 
body of her text, comprised of eight chapters. Similar to the structure of Speght’s text, the 
opening content addresses the virtues of women while the concluding materials directly address 
Swetnam’s attacks. Throughout the chapters, Sowernam continues to employ pregnancy 
metaphors and the language of gestation and birthing, equating textual production to the act of 
reproduction. Chapter 1 begins with a further justification of her text, claiming her labor is 
necessary because Swetnam’s is entirely false and unnecessarily vehement against women (B). 
Similar to Speght’s labor, Sowernam’s is necessary because of Swetnam’s labor, and also now, 
as she points out in her dedicatory letter, because of Speght’s labors. Here, she employs a 
strategy similar to Speght’s. She employs the language of reproduction and birth to “deliuer the 
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worthinesse and worth of women” (A3) against Swetnam’s charges, implying that her mind and 
cause have been impregnated by Swetnam’s malicious work, with his pamphlet provided the 
spark necessary for her to craft a work that refutes his arguments. She further claims she is 
“prouoked by this Authour to defend women, but I am more violently vrged to defend diuine 
Maiestie, in the worke of his Creation” (B). She is inspired by both Swetnam’s creation and 
God’s divine creation, which provoke her with the ideas necessary to write her pamphlet. And 
because she is a woman, she fashions herself as an expert able to confidently engage in this 
discourse. Also similar to Speght, she refers to Swetnam’s text as malignant, claiming “he is as 
monstrous as the worke is misshapen, which shall plainly appeare in the examination of the first 
page onely” (2). Here, male mental gestation running amuck can lead to monstrous textual 
progeny that can do real harm in society.  
 In leveraging the creation story, Sowernam also refutes Swetnam’s interpretation of it to 
subjugate women to a lesser role. She notes that Swetnam’s reading of Eve’s creation out of 
Adam’s rib, interpreting the rib as a crooked thing and implying women are crooked as well, is 
incorrect. Using Swetnam’s logic against him, Sowernam then notes that he must be “of a durty 
and muddy disposition,” then, since God created Adam out of clay (3). Later, Sowernam claims 
that his interpretations of scriptures are birthed solely “out of his owne idle, giddie, furious, and 
franticke imaginations” (11). Continuing to leverage Swetnam’s logic against him, Sowernam 
contends that if the rib is crooked, it came from man, implying man is crooked himself, for he 
contains many crooked ribs (2).  
 Rather than a flawed creation, Sowernam contends, God created women as “instruments 
to worke his most gracious and glorious designes, for the generall benefit of man-kind, both 
during the law of Nature and of Moyses” (4). She thus concludes Chapter 1 noting that “that to 
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manifest the worthinesse of woman, they haue beene chosen to performe and publish the most 
happy and ioyfull benefits which euer came to man-kinde” (4). I contend that in these passages, 
Sowernam again connects the art of divine creation and physical birth to textual production. 
Woman is designed by God for the benefit of mankind in a creative act of sorts while women are 
then chosen to “performe and publish” God’s promise to mankind, to eventually bring forth a 
savior. And while Sowernam does not speak to fulfilling her physical biological function in 
producing biological children in this work, she does, however, perform and publish her 
pamphlet, a textual progeny that she envisions will benefit mankind by restoring the faith of men 
in women.  
 In Chapter 2, Sowernam examines the “excellent perogatiues” that God has laid out for 
women (B3). She notes that as God created the earth, each subsequent creation was better than 
the previous, eventually culminating in man. However, even after he created man, God saw him 
as imperfect, and in his final act of creation, “God created the woman his last worke, as to supply 
and make absolute that imperfect building which was vnperfected in man” (5). In extending 
Sowernam’s argument further, I content we can also read the inclusion of this passage as a 
commentary on Sowernam’s reasoning for writing her pamphlet. If her argument that in God’s 
methodology each subsequent creation is greater than the last, then this can be extended to the 
creation of her work in context to the others that inform it. Using this logic, Speght’s text could 
be read as better than Swetnam’s and Sowernam’s could be read as superior to Speght’s and 
Swetnam’s. Thus, similar to the ways that God creates a more perfect being out of Adam, the 
female-authored works utilizing Swetnam’s work as their guide are superior to that which they 
were created from.   
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 Sowernam also views Eve’s punishment for eating of the fruit as a blessing in disguise, 
the Fortunate Fall. God’s promise that she shall bring forth “the fruit in which all nations shall be 
blessed” (9) shows the special power and grace that God bestows upon women. Even though she 
sins, she shall give birth to the savior of the world. Though pain in pregnancy is a punishment 
God bestows upon her, Sowernam views it as a blessing, as does Adam, for he decides to call her 
Eve, “which is the mother of the liuing:  which is sutable as well in respect of the promise made 
to her and her seede, as in respect of those imployments for which in her creation she and all 
women are designed” (10). Furthermore, Sowernam continues, woman fulfills this promise years 
later through the birth of the Messiah. And after Jesus’ crucifixion, “the triumphant resurrection 
with the conquest ouer death and hell, was first published and procyalmed by a woman” (14), 
demonstrating the special privileges and favor that God has endowed women with.  
 After highlighting scripture to defend women, Sowernam shifts to examples of excellent 
women throughout history, citing scholars, philosophers, and notable women throughout the ages 
such as Plato, Greek mythology, and even Queen Elizabeth in crafting her defense. It is obvious 
from these pages that Sowernam is well-versed in scripture, history, literature, and philosophy. 
In citing Plato, Sowernam highlights Plato’s argument that women “doe equall Men in all 
respects, onely in bodie they are weaker, but in wit and disposition of minde nothing inferiour, if 
not superiour” (17). In Queen Elizabeth, she notes, is an example of a virtuous woman who 
conjoined “two Kingdomes once mortall foes” (21). She eventually ends her pamphlet with 
another biblical reference employing the language of reproduction by noting “then woman was 
an Helper, for by her blessed seed, / From Hell and damnation all mankinde was freed” (49).  
 In her use of biblical passages and providing a feminine-centered reading of them, I argue 
that Sowernam ultimately shows how misogynists such as Swetnam pervert religion, history, and 
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literature to subjugate and denigrate women. And Sowernam takes her attack one step further by 
publishing her interpretations and indictments against Swetnam. Throughout her text, she both 
subtly and not-so-subtly leverages the language of pregnancy, authorship, and creation to make 
the case that authorship and female reproductive power are not incompatible pursuits and that 
when it comes to defending women, women are subject matter experts and deserve to have a 
public voice in defending themselves.  
IV 
 Constantia Munda’s The vvorming of a mad dogge appeared in 1617 and serves as the 
final prose response to Swetnam’s Arraignment. Throughout her pamphlet, Munda more readily 
and clearly addresses issues she sees within print culture and access to it, especially for women.  
Similar to the questions surrounding Ester Sowernam, Munda’s sex is also in question. 
Based on discourses used and what Elizabeth Clarke calls the transgressive nature of those 
discourses, Clark concludes that Munda must be a man (48). However, similar to Speght’s and 
Sowernam’s texts, for purposes of this dissertation, the sex of the author is not as important as 
the content of the arguments that support a more favorable view of women than Swetnam 
promotes. And similar to the other two authors in this chapter, Munda also leverages the 
language of and metaphors of pregnancy to champion women’s intellectual creative abilities/  
 Akin to the pamphlets of Speght and Sowernam, Munda’s begins with a dedication. 
Instead of dedicating her work to all women, however, Munda dedicates her pamphlet to her 
mother, “the right wurshipfvl lady. . . the true patterne of Pietie and Vertue” (A1). Throughout 
her dedicatory poem, Munda traces her mother’s physical pain in labor, sympathizing with how 
much pain she caused her mother during birth (A1). Years later as an adult, Munda continues to 
acknowledge and appreciate the care and concern her mother shows for her, equating the process 
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to an extended labor: “seeing you still / Are in perpetuall Labour with me, euen until / The 
second birth of education perfect me” (A1). In an act of penance for her mother’s labor, Munda 
dedicates her work to her as a gift in the form of textual progeny in hopes that she “might serue 
to stop the curs wide throat” (A2).   
 Munda then includes a poem dedicated to Swetnam, calling him depraved and possessing 
a “barren-idle-donghill braine” (A2), contrasting his barrenness with the fertility of women:  
Woman the crowne, perfection, & the means 
Of all mens being, and their well-being, whence 
Is the propagation of all humane kinde, 
Wherein the bodies frame, th’intellect and mind… (B1).  
 
She then continues to admonish him from a biblical stance similar to Speght and Sowernam by 
claiming that God created woman and called her good, and his assertions in Arraignment are 
blasphemous and an attempt to destroy what God created (B1). Here, Munda contrasts the 
biological fertility and productivity of women sharply with the impotence of Swetnam’s mind. 
For Munda, biological capabilities of reproduction and God’s creation of women demonstrate 
their excellence, for they are created as good and are ordained to give birth to all human kind.  
 Munda’s invective against Swetnam continues, but she also casts a wider net in her 
criticisms to include a commentary on the state of print culture. She argues that the printing press 
has given men the ability to publish works full of poison and petulance, “a dismall contagion in 
these our days” (B2), and allows any man with a scandalous thought a platform to have his voice 
heard. She laments the downfall of print culture, comparing the contemporary atmosphere to one 
of a trashcan: 
And Printing that was inuented to be the store-house of famous wits, the treasure of 
Diuine literature, the pandect and maintainer of all Sciences, is become the receptacle of 
euery dissolute Pamphlet. (B2) 
 
 
146 
The use of “receptacle” is important here, and it is a term I will refer to later in my argument. 
Munda continues her assault, then comparing printing to a nursery for brats and the ill-informed: 
“The nursery and hospital of euery spurious and penurious brat, which proceeds from base 
phrenetical braine-sicke bablers” (B2-3).  
 Akin to Sowernam’s criticisms, Munda admonishes Swetnam’s attacks, claiming that in 
the creation, woman was created second, improving up on the first version of mankind he 
created. Here, through combining biblical interpretation while still concerning herself with print 
culture, she makes her case: 
foolish man will reprehend his Creator in the admirable worke of his generation 
and conseruation: Woman the second edition of the Epitome of the whole world, 
the second Tome of that goodly volume compiled by the great God of heauen and 
earth is most shamefully blurd, and derogatiuely rased by scribbling penns of 
sauage & vuncought monsters. (B3) 
 
I would like to suggest that Munda leverages prevailing ideas of monstrous births in leveling an 
attack on Swetnam by characterizing him and his work as monstrous. “Shamefully blurd” can be 
tied back to maternal imprinting. Munda seems to suggest that whatever lens Swetnam views the 
world through, it has distorted God’s vision, perhaps leaving an imprint on him that paves the 
way for this birth of his monstrous ideas and texts.  
While Speght and Sowernam more discreetly draw connections between creation, 
reproduction, and print culture, Munda is more forceful and direct in her comparisons. In the 
above passage, she fashions Eve as a book, a second edition, that male writers such as Swetnam 
have chosen to denigrate and bastardize. The argument that I employed in my discussion of 
Sowernam’s text also applies here. Just as Sowernam defends the virtues of women by claiming 
that since women were created second and therefore are superior to men, Munda’s situating 
woman as a second edition posits a similar argument. Logically speaking, it would make sense 
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that a second edition would be better than the first on which it is based. And in extending this 
reading further, I would argue that similar to Sowernam, Munda also justifies her text as being 
superior to Swetnam’s since it follows it and corrects the inaccurate claims he makes in his 
pamphlet.  
 This gendering of printed texts as female was a common practice during the period. As 
Cyndia Susan Clegg notes, the emergence of print culture caused great anxiety due to its 
foundations and the physical distance between the male author’s phallic pen and the press. 
Critics such as Wendy Well agree that printed texts especially were primarily gendered as female 
and provide an interesting and complex site to explore the nature of printing and power: “The 
female text, the object of male power, represents a commodity to be trafficked among readers. 
Thus feminized, the book became an appropriate object of male desire” (291). Thus, the book is 
created as a whore, “simultaneously the creature and the nemesis of a patriarchal authority over 
the feminine body” (291). While Clegg finds this reading and its connections to prostitution 
intriguing, she contends that unease with printed textual production came more from concern 
over authorship verification than a concern of metaphorical prostitution or control. With 
handwritten texts, authorship could more easily be verified based on the pen strokes and 
handwriting that were unique to the author. The emergence of the printing press, contends Clegg, 
no longer makes this a reality (291-92).  
In contextualizing this passage and other metaphors used throughout Worming with the 
social and historical anxieties surrounding the printing press, I contend that Munda also genders 
the the printing press as feminine, but more so in the way it provides men with the gestational 
space in which to bring their works to life and make them available to a wider body of 
consumers. Looking back to an earlier quoted passage in this chapter, Munda argues “Printing [. 
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. .] was inuented to be the store-house of famous wits, the treasure of Diuine literature, the 
pandect and maintainer of all Sciences, [but has] become the receptacle of euery dissolute 
Pamphlet.” (B2) She also characterizes the images of women that men produce through writing 
as “most shamefully blurd” (B3). In these two textual examples, Munda demonstrates that the 
printing press is something that is fecund but one that can also be inseminated with monstrous 
ideas that ultimately render it into a receptacle or a device that creates inaccurate portrayals of 
women 
 Men conceive of ill-begotten ideas, and these ideas metaphorically impregnate the press, 
resulting in literary progeny that are savage and monstrous. Building on this reading, I would 
also suggest that including women in the printing and publication sphere adds in interesting 
complexities. While men impregnate the press with their malignant ideas, feminine intersection 
with the press adds a homoerotic element to the world of printing. When men’s ideas meet the 
feminine space of the printing press, the results are monstrous. However, when feminine ideas 
such as Munda’s intersect with the printing press, powerfully necessary intellectual progeny that 
works toward the greater good of humanity results. Unlike positions held by authors such as 
Sidney and Spenser in the works examined in this dissertation, instead of women complicating 
the process of mental gestation and producing monstrous texts, it is the all-female centered mode 
of production in Munda’s model that is most productive.    
 Munda further chastises Swetnam for the things he writes about women, noting that his 
attacks are also an affront on his own mother, and therefore himself, as he implies that women 
are sprung from the devil. Using his logic, then, Munda argues Swetnam himself is the devil’s 
grandchild (17-18). She bemoans what little respect he shows to his own mother in his invective 
against women, asking him “is there no reuerence to be given to your mother because you are 
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weaned from her teat, and neuer more shall be fedded with her pappe” (18). Her claims against 
his maternal abuse continue, as Munda compares him to a burglar going to the gallows who bites 
off his mother’s nose “because she chastised him not in his infancy for his pettie-Larcenies: is 
this the requital of all her cost, charge, care, and vnspeakable paines she suffered in the 
producing of such a monster into the light?” (18). Munda seems to take a sympathetic tone here 
towards Swetnam’s mother, even though she produces a monster, who in turn produces a 
monstrous text. Because of Swetnam’s transgressions against women and because he has 
memorialized them in writing to last for centuries to come, he continues to sully his mother’s 
name and legacy in a very public way—something that Munda seems to take issue with. Here, 
Swetnam’s mother is invited to join in a community of women who have long suffered at the 
hands of men.  
 In these passages, Munda recognizes the valuable role that mothers play in society and 
empathizes with Swetnam’s mother. Like the mother-authors in Chapter 1 of this dissertation, 
Munda acknowledges the special authority that mothers have and the respect they should 
engender because of that position. She also here draws a sharp comparison between her text and 
Swetnam’s, given that she dedicates her text to her mother and celebrates her selflessness and 
holds her up as a paragon of virtue while Swetnam, in contrast, even slanders his own mother by 
slandering all women.  
 Near the conclusion of her pamphlet, Munda attacks Swetnam’s assault on marriage, 
demonstrating that his words refute the teachings of the philosophers he claims to admire: “The 
quirkes and crochets of your owne pragmaticall pate, you father on those ancient Philosophers 
that most extremely oppose your conceit of marriage” (28). Furthermore, Plato, whom he 
reveres, even goes as a far as to say that marriage is a necessity, and that anyone over the age of 
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35 who does not marry should receive a fine, for Plato deems marriage is essential to carry on “a 
lawfull generation and education of children, that life as a lampe may continue to posteritie, that 
so there might always be some to worship God” (29).  
 In her final criticisms of Swetnam’s pamphlet, Munda employs the language and imagery 
of failed paternity to deem his work ineffective and dangerous. He “fathers” his ideas on those of 
ancient philosophers, but his fathering here is malignant and ineffective. Perhaps some 
comparisons can be drawn here also to the homoerotic implications of this form of reproduction. 
While fashioning the printing press as feminine, Munda seems to imply that men impregnate it 
with their faulty ideas, resulting in ineffective progeny. When she, as a woman, intersects with it, 
the results are superior, correcting the record that the male author has placed before her and other 
women. Similarly, when Swetnam fathers his ideas with those of yesterday’s philosophers, this 
homosexual generation of offspring is as equally as ineffective as his heterosexual attempts at 
intellectual creation, implying that Swetnam is a model for failed paternity in the intellectual and 
creative realm.  
Thus, as Munda’s text demonstrates, while male writes such as Sidney and Spenser 
intend to disempower the birth and the birthing metaphor as viable loci of power for intellectual 
pursuits by employing images of failed progeny, women are able to take failed male intellectual 
matter and through their mental gestations, give birth to texts that are more powerful, 
authoritative, and refined than their male counterparts.  
V 
 In concluding this chapter, I think it is worth exploring and contrasting some of the 
questions and debates of authorship and authority surrounding Speght, Sowernam, and Munda. 
First, I turn toward the question of authorship and identity. Lisa Schnell, in her article “Muzzling 
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the Competition: Rachel Speght and the Economics of Print,” places Speght’s pamphlet in the 
larger cultural context of the controversy over women. Schnell and other critics contend that the 
Swetnam controversy was a manufactured one that was driven by cultural tastes and not literary 
excellence. This, she asserts, is evidenced by the quick publication of both Sowernam’s and 
Munda’s works following Speght’s (64). Additionally, it is worth nothing that Thomas Archer is 
the publisher of both Swetnam’s and Speght’s texts. To Schnell and others, these factors lend 
credence to the argument that the controversy was manufactured (64).  
In extending her argument, Schnell notes that out of the three female-authored responses 
to Swetnam, Speght’s is the only text that bears the author’s real name and thus the only one of 
the three that can be verified to have been written by a woman. Schnell also contends that Speght 
seems to be the only one of the three who does not recognize she is participating in “market-
driven entertainment economy” (63). Speght, who Schnell believes was likely known as a 
learned young woman with literary aspirations, was an easy target for Archer (64). As an 
unmarried young woman, Speght “has—quite literally—been set up as a kind of sacrificial virgin 
in the controversy, her earnest and ingenuous ambition only grist for the mill that was Thomas 
Archer’s book trade” (66). This is further evidenced by the fact that Sowernam’s response to 
Swetnam is vastly different than Speght’s and even criticizes Speght’s response for its 
sometimes naïve handling of the subjects at hand (66-67). Nonetheless, Schnell notes, even 
though Archer likely positioned Speght as a sacrificial lamb in his quest to make money, he 
likely misjudged her abilities to produce any sort of effective text (64).  
While I agree with much of Schnell’s reading that the controversy over women in relation 
to Swetnam’s text was likely manufactured, I would like to explore the implications of what 
happens when real women, or at least defenders of women, participate in an artificially 
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constructed economy. Even if this debate was manufactured by Archer, Speght is a real woman 
with real motivations and goals in producing her text. Likewise, even if the authors of 
Sowernam’s and Munda’s texts are not female, they intentionally partake in a discourse that is 
aimed at defending women with the goal of refuting the untrue and malignant claims leveraged 
against them by Swetnam, coming together in a powerful act of community.  
This sense of belonging to a community, manufactured or not, is something that the two 
writers following Speght were keenly aware of, as I explored earlier in this chapter. Revisiting 
McManus’ argument from earlier in this chapter, Sowernam and Munda were aware of their 
roles in carrying forward the work that Speght started and use the language of community and 
common experience to reflect the experience they shared in making this new genre available to 
female writers (201). Also, as I argued earlier, they additionally created a sense of shared 
experiences for women when employing the creation story to argue that the excellency of women 
is divinely ordained by God though his promise to Eve, mother of all women.  
I would like extend here my analysis of the three female-authored responses to 
Swetnam’s text to discuss the communal efforts they represent and connect those communal 
intellectual efforts to biological reproduction. In this discussion, I would like to make the case 
that this intellectual form of birth for women has ties to the tradition of midwifery. Midwives 
were seen as community experts in childbirth during the seventeenth century (Thomas 115). As 
Samuel S. Thomas explores the history of midwifery, he notes that as a practice, midwifery 
seems to be a generational one, with women following in the steps of their mothers or mothers-
in-law in adopting it as a practice (117). Likewise, women trained women in the practice, and it 
was not uncommon for a mistress to pass her knowledge down to a maidservant. Thomas also 
explores criticisms of the practice of midwifery during this period, notably that of Sarah Stone in 
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her A Complete Practice of Midwifery, published in 1737. In her text, Stone admonishes those 
who allow fluid roles in the birthing chamber, which she argues leads to confusion over who the 
midwife in the birthing chamber actually is (117). As Thomas notes, child birthing was “an all-
female arena” where “women played a number of roles, from popping in briefly to offer 
encouragement, to staying for the entire labor and working as an assistant to the midwife” (see 
fig. 8) (117).  
 
Fig. 8. Illustration showing a birth scene, from Jakob Rueff, De conceptu et generatione hominis, 
1554, Wellcome Collection, https://wellcomecollection.org/works/jjcba979. 30 May 2020. 
 
I argue that through the publication of his Arraignment, Swetnam ironically provides the 
intellectual birthing chamber that allows women to exercise their creative and intellectual 
muscle. Because he writes about women and attacks them, who better else to come to women’s 
defense than women who use a tool that was culturally constructed as feminine—the printing 
press—to craft their defenses? Speght, as the first midwife and subject matter expert, enters the 
chamber Swetnam builds and levels her attack. Because her pamphlet is made public, this opens 
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the door for Sowernam to follow her in a communal act of solidarity, building upon Speght’s 
knowledge, experience, and arguments to build her own practice and text. Later, Munda would 
follow Sowernam’s lead, employing what critics often cite as the strongest, yet often overlooked, 
of the three works. Working together, these three women deliver a new precedent of intellectual 
pursuit for women. While they may not be birthing physical children, their mental gestations lead 
to literary progeny that combine together in a powerful social and literary moment that paves the 
way for other female writers looking to engage in intellectual and creative pursuits in the public 
sphere.  
For female-authors of the early modern period, biological reproductive power and 
intellectual productive power are often conflated. However, the ways that the female authors 
examined in this dissertation manifest their power differ. While the mother-authors in Chapter 1 
exploit the power they have to physically birth children to justify their metaphorical birthing of 
texts, the women pamphleteers in the middle of the Swetnam controversy utilize the language 
and images of maternity and reproduction to make a case for female intellectual production. 
While male authors employ tropes of the pregnant male and mental gestations across a wide 
range of genres and ultimately conclude pregnancy metaphors are ineffective and 
disempowering, the ways women employ the metaphor and exploit their biological reproductive 
capabilities empower them and are deeply intertwined in the genres in which they choose to 
write and publish.   
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EPILOGUE 
In their 2016 article “Body Politics,” Nadia Brown and Sarah Allen Gershon argue that 
“bodies are sites in which social constructions of differences are mapped onto human beings. 
Subjecting the body to systemic regimes—such as government regulation—is a method of 
ensuring that bodies will behave in socially and politically accepted manners” (1). Their 
continued examination of body politics further posits that bodies are “politically inscribed and . . 
. shaped by practices of containment and control” across a wide range of systemic structures (1). 
This project has sought to explore some of these social and biological systems that have 
governed access to print culture in the sixteenth and seventeenth century. For centuries leading 
up to the period discussed in this dissertation, and even through today, women have been 
dissuaded or legally prevented from engaging in intellectual activities or making decisions about 
their own bodies and how their bodies will be shared in a larger cultural context.   
In this dissertation, I have examined the ways in which both male and female writers of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth century employ representations and metaphors of pregnant bodies 
to explore and justify textual production. Male writers of the period tended to reject the notion 
that pregnancy metaphors could describe a beneficial process of literary production, 
disempowering the very acts of female gestation and child birthing. In contrast, the female 
writers of the period utilize their pregnant bodies or the pregnancy metaphor to justify women’s 
capabilities to engage in intellectual and creative production. For them, writing, printing, and 
pregnancy are congruent activities, and the female body’s capabilities to procreate endow them 
with powers that allow them to subvert the systemic regimes that attempt to silence and 
disempower them. But the ways that female writers individually leverage pregnancy, pregnancy 
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metaphors, and the language of pregnancy to gain authorial power differ depending on which 
genre they publish in.   
The legacy writers’ texts most clearly demonstrate the relationship between discourse and 
motherhood. In writing and publishing their texts, Joscelin, Richardson, and Leigh rely upon 
what Roxanne Harde calls the “social endorsement of their domestic role” to “[subvert] the 
circumscription of expected female behavior” (129). Additionally, as Harde notes, these mother-
writers, with their works packed full of scripture and assertions of faith, “can be seen as 
foremothers of today’s theologians, for each legacy writer defines and claims her subjectivity in 
accordance with her faith” (129). For these mothers, as Harde argues and I agree, motherhood is 
an intellectual enterprise and one that “respond[s] to the needs and demands that exist outside of 
the mother and even outside of the child” (130). For the authors of the mothers’ legacies, 
mothering and intellectual enterprise are congruent activities. And once they leverage the special 
social power endowed upon them because of their maternal roles, they pave the way for other 
female writers to enter the public sphere of writing and textual reproduction.  
While the authors of the mothers’ legacies rely upon the biological constructs of 
maternity to inform their social power, the female authors in the Swetnam controversy leverage 
pregnancy metaphors, divine favor endowed upon women, and malignant paternal power to 
claim their social power as writers. Speght, Sowernam, and Munda, by relying upon the work of 
Swetnam to inform their pamphlets, demonstrate the powerful intellectual productivity that 
women possess and establish the female voice as a champion for women. Their texts, critical of 
Swetnam’s invective against women, can be seen together as a body of literature that serves as a 
proto-type for future feminist literary theory.  
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And more than offering their critical views on Swetnam’s text, the three women 
authoring pamphlets in response to Swetnam deliver a powerfully feminist revisionist 
perspective when it comes to male-dominated print culture. Instead of relying on male-centered 
readings of the Bible, history, and literature that Swetnam offers, the women pamphleteers seek 
to revise the story he creates, repositioning women, for some of the first times in women’s own 
words, as virtuous, capable, and intellectually productive. The readings of biblical and 
philosophical history and the male literary histories of women composed by men are no longer 
acceptable paradigms for women. They seized a cultural and literary moment, manufactured or 
not, to read and examine male-centered texts through a feminist lens that both empowered 
readers and created women as champions whose voices of authority could rescue their own sex 
from the attacks of male writers.  
For Sidney and Spenser, though it would seem at first glance that their use of pregnancy 
metaphors in some way demonstrates their desire to appropriate it and empowers it as a symbol 
of male productive power, the opposite is true. In Astrophil and Stella and Apology, Sidney is 
ultimately scornful of the female reproductive process. He fashions the process as painful and 
messy, and ultimately a failure when he equates it to textual reproduction. Astrophil’s birthing of 
his sonnet sequence, sparked by his love for Stella, is ultimately presented as a failed and 
ineffective work. While it was common for authors to be self-deprecating regarding their texts 
and apologizing for their perceived inadequacies, Sidney squarely places the inadequacies on the 
shoulder of Stella and the birthing process she instigates by impregnating Astrophil’s mind. 
While Sidney likely does not perceive his sonnet sequence to be a failure—he leaves that 
assertion to Astrophil—what he does demonstrate is that feminine intervention in poetry has no 
welcome place.  
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Similarly, throughout The Faerie Queene, Spenser relies upon imagery of ineffective or 
monstrous births to remove procreative power from his female characters and make a larger 
commentary on feminine intersection with written discourse. For Spenser, only male mental 
gestations are viable, demonstrated both by his assertion that the text is based on the ideal of 
Prince Arthur and the example he provides in fashioning a gentleman, which ultimately 
impregnates Spenser’s mind with the ideas he pens on the page. From the opening pages of his 
epic allegory when he traps Queen Elizabeth within the urn he creates with his words to the 
incompleteness of his epic signifying the failure of the Queen to usher in a new glorious 
Protestant moment, Spenser pre-emptively aborts women’s ability to engage in both physical 
childbirth and metaphorical textual birth through the use of ineffective and monstrous maternal 
imagery.  
The tradition of employing birthing metaphors to make arguments for or against women’s 
social roles and their capabilities in engaging in intellectual pursuits is not unique to the authors 
discussed in this text. These debates continued, expanding into other genres besides the ones here 
as women gained even wider access to education and the printing press, enjoying broader 
publication in genres such as poetry and novels. And while debates raged across the genres and 
between the sexes, even the cultural depictions of motherhood and the lived experiences of 
mothers were rife with tension and experienced an evolution in literature. 
In the early eighteenth century, Nora Doyle notes that medical works began distancing 
themselves from images of mothers engaging in reproductive work and attributing that work to 
the uterus and male midwives. Later, advice books for mothers tried to paint mothers as 
sentimental figures and relied heavily on the connections mothers could form with their children 
through breast feeding (204). By the 1850s, motherhood was essentially painted as a wholly 
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enjoyable and pleasurable economy devoid of the messiness and physicality earlier medical 
tracts and literature relied upon (Doyle 204). As Doyle observes, “[p]opular print culture erased 
the physicality of the mother, replacing the maternal body with ore ethereal symbols of affection 
ad piety to create the image of the transcendent mother whose spiritual power suspended her 
earthly labors” (204). By creating these images of the ethereal mother, I contend that control was 
taken away from mothers, discouraging them from talking or writing about the physical 
experiences and pains embodied within the birthing process. 
Doyle further notes that after the 1850s, as women gained greater access to education, 
they began to write more explicitly about their experiences of childbirth, suggesting that 
“[p]erhaps as women came to feel that they had the right to bodily control, they also became 
more insistent in describing the physical sensations of childbearing” (206). Through sharing their 
experiences, Doyle continues, they also hoped their experiences would encourage the medical 
community to step in and find some way to help alleviate physical suffering and harm during 
childbirth (207).  
And some 400 years later following the publication of the works discussed in this 
dissertation and 170 years following the depiction of mothers as ethereal, motherhood and sex, 
conception, and child bearing still provide complex sites for cultural negotiations regarding 
identity, creation, and power.  
Today, some of these cultural anxieties regarding maternal authority and women’s bodily 
choices are prevalent in the halls of Congress, with debates surrounding a women’s rights 
regarding abortion continue to swirl. Often, in the US, it is males in powerful governmental 
positions, such as Senator Ben Sasse from Nebraska, who propose such legislation governing 
women’s bodies, such as his “Born-Alive Survivors Protection Act” which seeks to limit 
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women’s access to abortion.15 Additional instances of systemic policies or practices that 
disempower women’s reproductive powers include some physicians’ reluctance or refusal to 
perform tubal litigations based on a patient’s age or without the consent of their male partner.16 
Globally, as the UN reports, only 57 percent of women who are married or in a relationship are 
able to make autonomous decisions regarding when and if to engage in sexual intercourse with 
their partner, contraceptive use, and health care (United Nations).  
 As these current examples demonstrate, even though we are far removed from the 
historical moments examined in this dissertation, in some ways, we have not come very far in the 
ways that women’s bodies are spoken about and in the manners their bodies are connected to 
their decision-making capabilities. While the ideas embraced by writers such as Sidney, Spenser, 
and Swetnam seem archaic to our modern sensibilities, closer examination of today’s debates 
surrounding women’s reproductive choices show that it is still necessary for women to champion 
their own causes, especially when it comes to bodily autonomy.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
15 See, for example, Sandhya Raman’s “Senate rejects effort to advance anti-abortion bills” at 
https://www.rollcall.com/2020/02/25/senate-rejects-born-alive-bill-and-ban-on-abortion-after-
20-weeks/ for information regarding the recent slate of anti-abortion bills, medically incorrect 
terminology leveraged during them, and the role men play in legislating women’s bodies.   
16 See M.K. Fain’s “In 2020, Women Still Need Their Husband’s Permission to Get Sterilized” 
at https://4w.pub/in-2020-women-still-need-their-husbands-permission-to-get-sterilized/ for 
instances of this practice and its constitutionality.  
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